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It’s been called a number of things — a lack of “vitamin N,” nature-deficit disorder, ecophobia, 

the extinction of experience — but all the terms refer to the negative effects upon people and 

society caused by the reduced amount of time that the populace now spends outside in nature. 

Representatives from schools as well as parks and environmental nonprofits gathered on Oct. 

2 in Naples to share strategies and solutions at the second annual Environmental Education 

Alliance of Southwest Florida conference. 

 

Presented by LEEF, the League of Environmental Educators in Florida, and hosted by the 

Conservancy of Southwest Florida, the conference focused upon ways to connect with and 

engage the community in environmental education. Conference presenters showed how an 

understanding of nature is critical both for the children who eventually choose to enter STEM 

careers (science, technology, engineering and math) as well as for creating future adults with 

adequate information to be engaged in society’s decision-making processes. 
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“There are things that require basic understanding in order to be an informed citizen,” said 

Rob Moher, president and CEO of the Conservancy of Southwest Florida, in the keynote 

speech. He explained how questions about oil drilling and fracking require that voters possess 

a basic understanding of scientific concepts such as hydrology, geology and ecology in order 

to make informed decisions about meaningful and comprehensive legislation. 

 

He briefly touched upon the story of how Rookery Bay in Collier County, one of the most 

productive ecosystems in the United States, was saved from development not by the 

government or a big organization but by the efforts of local engaged citizens who knew 

enough to care about the environment. 

 

Susan Cooper, an assistant professor specializing in science education at Florida Gulf Coast 

University’s College of Education, echoed Moher’s concept during her presentation about 

nature’s importance to teaching the science curriculum when she said: “If we teach how to 

engage in argument from the basis of evidence, there would be less of this ‘I believe —.’ We 

need to encourage children to know how we know things and not just bombard them with 

information. When we have children just look at books, they don’t understand the scale of 

things.” 

 

FGCU professor emeritus William Hammond, who originally moved to Southwest Florida in the 

early ’60s to be a middle and high school science teacher and ended up becoming a prominent 

advocate for the local environment, commented about Cooper’s presentation: “It’s knowledge 

level versus understanding level, where they take the knowledge and transfer it to application 

in the field. That’s the contextual step — what I call the Velcro for the mind — you learn by 

scaffolding , so you build a scaffold of what you already know and then that provides the base 

so when you find something abstract, you have something to hang it on. So all these kids 

who are latchkey kids with both parents working, their baby sitter is an electronic gadget of 

some sort. They aren’t getting that Velcro for the mind, so if they’re not getting it through 

the school system (through field trip experiences to nature), these places like nature centers 

and parks are the next best way of doing it. One day in the woods in nature-based activities 

has been shown to increase creativity and test scores.” 

 

Educators at the conference contemplated ways to counter the reasons causing the reduction 

in school field trips, given the importance that hands-on, non-formal experiential education 

in nature holds in providing children with the ability to formulate the conceptual scaffold onto 

which to pin the lessons from the important STEM curriculum. The amount of time now spent 

focused on standardized testing in schools typically is cited as one reason the number of field 

trips have gone down. 

 

Tabitha Stadler of Collier County Stormwater Planning presented findings of a survey study 

into the environmental education programming needs of Collier County teachers from 

kindergarten through college level that was intended to pinpoint the reasons why educators 

were taking their classes on fewer field trips. The survey found that teachers who are less 

experienced themselves with the natural environment and environmental education tend to 

be reluctant to take their classes on field trips because they are unsure of how to lead their 

students in learning in field conditions. The study found another significant barrier to field 

trips are the cost of visiting natural sites with admission and the cost of bus transportation to 

the sites. 

 

“How are we safeguarding the funding for field trips?” Stadler asked conference attendees. 

Hammond said that school systems have lost insight into the power of non-formal education, 

whether in the environment or in the arts. He stressed the importance of re-engaging parents 



to participate with their children in non-formal, nature-based educational experiences in the 

outdoors. He quoted from an essay by Rachel Carson to explain why. 

 

“What every child needs is at least one adult who will share the sense of joy and wonder,” he 

said. “What Rachel was saying is just sending a kid to a nature center or to a day camp in the 

woods isn’t necessarily enough. She’s saying it’s critical for the culture to whisper into the 

child’s ear that this is important stuff — the experience in nature, or having fun by running 

through a puddle and splashing in it or going out at night and really looking at the night sky. 

A kid in New York City can only see two stars on a clear night. When you take them out to a 

rural area outside the city, they just can’t believe the Milky Way and all of the things that they 

can see.” 

 

Moher emphasized the importance of “greening” STEM education through an emphasis on 

nature and environmental education. 

 

“The Everglades Restoration Project will take 57 years, so there will be a lot of STEM jobs 

from it,” he said. “The children are the future decision makers. What you do today as 

environmental educators touches lives for the future. Making connections with the community 

is incredibly important. I look at all of you as the great hope. The way you reach and engage 

families and adults will affect the quality of life of Southwest Florida’s future. If you can get 

them engaged at a young age, it pays dividends. 
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