Education and Outreach Strategies

Introduction

A recent survey of public attitudes towards natural resources, conducted for Texas Tech University’s Texas Parks and Wildlife for the 21st Century report, found that Texans strongly value natural resources and opportunities to participate in outdoor recreation.  For instance, 97% felt it was important to know that wildlife exists in Texas, while 98% of the general population felt that it was important that people have the opportunity to visit state parks in Texas.

Yet, the growing urbanization of Texas has resulted in less involvement in local habitat and wildlife issues. In a predominately private-lands state, understanding the role of habitat and wildlife management and the role of the individual is critical. Texas Parks and Wildlife Department takes on this challenge as part of a fundamental premise that management of a resource must work hand-in-hand with management of people. How we achieve this is through regulations, carefully-designed strategic educational activities and partnerships.

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department envisions a Texas whose citizens understand the value of natural resources; appreciate that conservation and management of terrestrial and water resources are essential to wildlife, the outdoor landscape and the quality of life in Texas; and embrace and/or understand the importance of an active stewardship role of Texas’ natural and cultural resources.

But “conservation” is not a spectator sport.  It takes the commitment and involvement of those who care about Texas to pass on values that sustain and conserve this state’s great natural resources.  This cannot occur in a vacuum.  There must be meaningful first experiences, a chance to learn and grow dedicated mentors, and opportunities to practice and demonstrate new knowledge and skills.  

Annually TPWD-owned sites, programs and program partners reach over four million people or approximately one-fifth of all Texans.  Outreach, education and interpretation are each specific methods that, in conjunction help the public get involved in outdoor recreation, hunting and fishing, conservation and responsible use of Texas natural and cultural resources.

Outreach provides that first introduction by bringing people and a resource together.  Special events and coordination with specific, underserved audiences can serve as a recruitment tool for new experiences and activities.  Targeted informational and marketing campaigns using multiple media can reach thousands, building awareness and interest for natural resources.

Conservation education programs build knowledge and skills that support long-term interest in and stewardship of natural resources.  Through greater understanding and competency with concepts and skills, people are more likely to embrace and care for Texas natural resources.  The department relies on partnerships with other conservation education interests to enhance and expand existing programs and to provide funding and support for its efforts.

Needs and Challenges

Wildlife and habitats can’t be managed without incorporating the people in and around the environment.  With 86% of Texas being urbanized there is an inherent “disconnect” with nature and a growing lack of experience and understanding of the outdoors. Texas needs an involved and educated citizenry, willing to demonstrate their commitment to conservation.  Nature must be of value for it to be conserved.  Humans are essential to the conservation and management of a better Texas.  Texas needs more than simple consensual conservation.  The development of a “culture of conservation” will result in each Texan bearing personal responsibility for the management and conservation of natural resources.

In 2003, a team of TPWD staff and the Outreach and Education Advisory Committee, examined the current structure and programming of the agency’s conservation education efforts, and, as a result, developed a strategic plan, Take Care of Texas!  Outreach, Education and Interpretation Strategic Plan.

This plan identified the goals detailed below.  TPWD programs and collaborative efforts with conservation partners address these goals but much work is still needed to provide effective conservation education that demonstrates real benefits to the natural resources of Texas.
· Goal #1.  Provide conservation education and interpretive opportunities that are consistent with the Department’s mission and that enhance the state’s economic vitality, sustain its natural resources, connect Texans to the outdoors and increase individual and community well-being.

Urban Program:  Urban natural resource technical guidance is provided to city officials, community leaders, school officials and citizens on topics including native habitat restoration, conservation development, urban pond/stream and open space management and ecologically sensitive landscaping.
Nature Tourism:  Technical guidance provides private landowners and community assistance in developing conservation-based wildlife viewing opportunities that generate economic benefits.  It is important to develop public-private nature tourism activities and products that generate recreational opportunities and tourism dollars. 
Priority Needs:  Training workshops and educational products that increase the distribution of natural resource management information to community leaders and landowners who can enhance and increase the management of native landscapes for recreation and economic benefit.   Outcome:  Increased acres of native aquatic and terrestrial habitats conserved in urban areas for citizen enjoyment and additional nature-based recreational opportunities on public and private lands.
· Goal #2.  Increase public awareness and understanding of the benefits of conservation, especially the importance of active management of Texas’ private and public lands, water, wildlife and historical resources.

Project WILD: This program is a supplemental curriculum of hands-on activities that teach ecology, wildlife management, and environmental concepts. 
Wild about Texas: Issue-based community programs, information and activities related to regional Texas habitats and wildlife.  This program compliments Project WILD by using specific habitats and species as topics and case studies.
Wildlife Interpretive Program:  Improves the quality and quantity of interpretive services to the public by providing planning, design, and productions services to wildlife division staff, particularly those on Wildlife Management Areas.
Priority Needs:  TPWD and its partners need to increase regional community programs and training on issues related to habitats and species of concern. Audience: Community leaders, volunteer organizations, youth. Outcome: Awareness of natural resource and management issues, organization of community volunteer efforts to support TPWD education and outreach efforts. 
· Goal #3.  TPWD and its partners need to target new and diverse audiences to involve more people in TPWD’s mission, especially those from urban areas.

Urban Outreach Program: TPWD program specialists in the Dallas and Houston metropolitan areas assist community-based organizations to create outdoors programming. 

Becoming an Outdoors Woman: This is a self-funded weekend workshop that introduces women to outdoor skills and recreation. 
CO-OP Grants: TPWD offers competitive grants to local governments and non-profit, non-political organizations. Grant sponsors use funds to introduce under-served persons to the programs and facilities of TPWD.  Sponsors may use funds to buy outdoor recreation equipment, food, instruction or transportation. 
Priority Needs:  Coordination of training and volunteer opportunities. Audience: community partner staff, youth and volunteers.  Outcome: inclusion of habitat and wildlife messages in community programs and related community service projects. Support for and awareness of local habitat and wildlife issues.
· Goal #4.  Promote public awareness and responsible participation in outdoor recreation, especially hunting, fishing and nature tourism, and to foster an appreciation of natural, cultural and historical resources.

State Parks Interpretive Program: State parks offer site-based educational and training opportunities. State Historic Sites feature Texas’ cultural history and have frequent site-based educational and training opportunities.
Angler Education: Volunteer instructors train youth in basic fishing and aquatic stewardship. 
TPWD educational centers:  Sea Center Texas, Texas Freshwater Fisheries Center, Sheldon Lake Learning Center, World Birding Center and Barton Warnock Environmental Education Center provide sites and coordination for service projects, exhibits, training and interpretive programs. 
Priority Needs: Continued infusion of habitat information in recreation programs. Messaging, signage, training equipment and participation in related program activities. Audience: New and existing outdoor recreationists. Outcome: wise use of resources; understanding of issues and responsible stewardship.
· Goal #5.  Encourage cost-effective partnerships with other state agencies, universities, local, state and national conservation organizations, private landowners and citizens to coordinate and leverage outreach, education and interpretation efforts.

Texas Master Naturalist:  A network of chapters around the state produce corps of trained volunteers who provide education, outreach and service dedicated to the beneficial management of natural resources and natural areas in local communities.
Great Texas Birding Classic:  A partnership with the Gulf Coast Bird Observatory to coordinate an annual birdwatching tournament along the coast of Texas to provide recreational opportunities for adults and youth and raise dollars for on-the-ground bird conservation projects.
Project WILD: Universities, zoos, nature centers and conservation programs partner with TPWD to use the Project WILD curriculum to train educators about habitat and wildlife management. 
Priority Needs: Support of training programs and program materials related to regional activities that address habitats and species of concern. Audience: Community volunteers, wildlife watchers. Outcome: On-the-ground conservation activities implemented and/or sponsored by the public.
· Goal #6.  Regularly evaluate outreach, education and interpretation programs.

Program Charters: TPWD requires all education and outreach programs to formulate an annual charter detailing goals, objectives and evaluation measures. Charters go through a formal review to ensure consistency and effective contribution to the TPWD mission, solid partnerships, lack of duplication of service and cost efficiency.
Staff Training: TPWD Program staff are being trained internally in best practices and evaluation to ensure excellence in providing conservation education.
Priority Needs: Formal training in best practices, evaluation methods and actual program evaluation support.  Audience: TPWD staff. Outcome: well-defined program goals and objectives that measure effectiveness in imparting understanding and fostering action related to habitats and wildlife of concern as well as an effective application of research on best practices.
TPWD seeks a dynamic, robust conservation education effort to deliver key messages, build knowledge and skills and involve citizens in stewardship activities.  However, the department does not have the financial resources and staff to independently and completely realize these aspirations.  Achieving these goals depends on building key alliances with a broad array of interests and partners.  Working collectively to achieve these goals, more people will be able to enjoy, understand and conserve the state’s natural resources.  The need for conservation education has never been greater.
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