Program Development

Topic: Age-Appropriate programs

Best Practice: Effective programs are designed to match the
developmental stages of the learner.

Children learn in completely different ways than adults, and to be effective,
children’s environmental education programs should be designed to match children’s
developmental needs, interests, abilities, and learning styles. Too often, children’s
programs are developed from an adult’s perspective, rather than from a child's
perspective.

Programs and instruction should be different for different age groups to match
their cognitive development, attention spans, coordination abilities, inter ests, and ways
that they interact with nature. A good rule of thumb: “One size does not fit all; one
program does not fit all ages!”

Another oft-made mistake is teaching children too abstractly. Children do not
begin to develop the ability for abstract reasoning until age nine. In fact, the transition
from concrete to abstract thought can continue throughout a person’s life, with 68% of us
never completely attaining this stage of formal reasoning. Similarly, studying about the
loss of rainforests and endangered species may be perfectly appropriate starting in
middle school, but younger students are not developmentally ready for dealing with
these problems. In fact, when we present these environmental problems to children who
are too young to understand, we may be facilitating feelings of anxiousness,
helplessness, and potential fear of the natural world and ecological problem s.

Additional Resources and Information

Exceflence in Environmental Education — Guidelines for Learning (Pre K-12) (North
American Association for Environmental Education, www.naaee.org) offers a framework
for skill levels and knowledge appropriate for three grade levels - fourth, eighth, and
twelfth grades. In Beyond Ecophobia: Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education (Orion
Society's Nature Literacy Series, 1999), David Sobel claims that “If we want children to
flourish, we need to give them time to connect with nature and love the Earth before we
ask them to save it.” The book provides great suggestions and exam ples of age-
appropriate activities.
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