Best practices utilized in environmental education to serve communities/individuals
from marginalized groups
Introduction
Environmental Education (EE) is crucial if our planet is to survive the rapid advancement of technology, consumerism, and
the push toward urbanization (Desjean-Perrotta, B., 2008). The general purpose of EE is to provide individuals with the
knowledge and skills necessary to protect and improve the environment for all living things (Desjean-Perrotta, B., 2008). In
order to accomplish this, all individuals must feel a sense of security in the world of EE. As educators and practitioners, it
should be the focus to connect all groups of people and specifically marginalized groups, to feel welcomed by the world of
EE in order to develop an environmental identity.
Environmental education has a history of support for critical place-based pedagogy as a means of learning through
engagement in space, both cultural and biophysical (Miller, H., 2017). The basis of environmental education is soundly built
upon being able to develop a more aware population that is concerned with the environment and its correlated problems.
Through the acquirement of knowledge, skills, attitudes, motivations, and commitment, it is hoped that the use of
environmental education will produce individuals who will search for solutions to the current problems the environment
faces.
Individuals from minority groups and urban communities in specific are more often than not introduced to a negative
attitude towards EE as an outlet or form of intervention for race, poverty, abuse, etc. The question arises of how the stigma
has come to be so for minority groups and what best practices can be taken to reshape these attitudes into healthy,
positive connections with the environment.
This systematic review takes a deep dive and wholistic look into literature that looks to address the main topic of the paper
along with these sub-question associated with the subject to allow for deeper analysis:
a. How can environmental education practitioners avoid re-traumatizing marginalized audiences when incorporating
sensitive trauma topics?
b. How can environmental education provide a safe space from past trauma?
c. What are the best practices for environmental education practitioners when dealing with communities that suffer
racial divides?
A systematic review is a review of evidence on a clearly formulated question that uses systematic and explicit methods to
identify, select and critically appraise relevant primary research. This approach is used to extract and analyze data from
chosen studies that are included in the review in a condensed manner to produce an easily digestible final product. (A
guide to systematic reviews and Evidence Synthesis Service)
Key terms:
Environmental Education – a process that allows individuals to
explore environmental issues, engage in problem solving, and
take action to improve the environment. (Environmental Protection
Agency)

Marginalized Groups – groups and communities that experience
discrimination and exclusion (social, political and economic)
because of unequal power. (Glossary of essential health equity terms)
Environmental Identity – refers to ones self-meaning in relation to
the environment. (Weigert, 1997)
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Community Partner
Pittsburgh Parks Conservancy – a non-profit organization that has worked
closely with the city of Pittsburgh since 1998 under and official public interest
partnership agreement to restore the city’s parks. The organization has raised more
than $130 million for parks and has completed 22 major improvement projects.
Active currently in 22 of the city’s 163 parks, the Parks Conservancy has expanded
into community and neighborhood parks throughout Pittsburgh. The PPC’s mission
is to “improve the quality of life for the people of Pittsburgh by restoring the park
system to excellence in partnership with government and the community. Projects
and programs conducted with respect for the environment, historic design, and the
needs of our diverse region. Wide appreciation and enjoyment of a sustainable park
system whose landscapes, facilities and programming set world standers of
excellence”

Search Strategy

Methods

Utilizing EBSCOhost and more specifically Academic Search Unlimited, I searched for full text relevant articles that fell
in line with the decided research question with the use of the advanced search option. The two main searches
yielded over 100 articles each that were narrowed down using a relevancy criteria until a smaller pool was given.

Search One
•
Database: Academic Search
Unlimited
•
Search Terms: Environmental
education AND minorities or
ethnic groups
•
Results: 144
•
Search Filter: AND therapy or
treatment or intervention
•
New Results: 13

Search Two
•
Database: Academic Search
Unlimited
•
Search Terms: Environmental
education AND minorities or
race or racial
•
Results: 144
•
Search Filter: AND interventions
or strategies or best practices
•
New Results: 18

31
results

Data Extraction Strategy

Analysis Strategy

Following the guidelines set Pullin and Stewart
(2006), the final articles selected were categorized
using an excel spreadsheet that summarized its
contents. Data from the articles for the
spreadsheet included title, author, publication
year, topic/issues, methods/research tools used,
conclusion/intervention and the APA formatted
citation. This review used the realistic synthesis
approach (Macura et al., 2019). More articles
were left out from final consideration due to lack
of relevance.

The data extraction excel sheet was utilized to
create notes and pull correlating themes between
articles as well as what area of the research
question its relevance served to. By sorting the
articles three categories:
1. Articles that speak to the history of the issue [4]
2. Assessments of attitudes and perceptions [4]
3. Interventions [2]
Although each articles was assigned one group
some information was able to be pulled from one
article that fell into another category.
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Results
Research has proven that the reluctance within marginalized groups concerning embracing
environmental education is something that has historically been an issue. The articles express the notion
of environmental education being “white-washed” into a pedagogy that minority groups have felt they
are not as welcome to venture around. For example, a specific study concluded that college minorities
felt the attitudes associated with environmental habits, outdoor hobbies, and being “green” are often
associated with “white people culture” in North America (Riggs Stapleton, S., 2019). A significant amount
of these studies highlighted that those attitudes are reinforced because many place-based EE programs in
the US are situated in predominately Caucasian rural areas (Miller, H. K., 2017). Additionally, the research
on the benefits of outdoor education mainly focuses on white student populations (Germinaro, K. et al.,
2021). The realization that non-white, non-American students who enter those spaces are positioned
differently than their majority counterparts must be recognized (Miller, H. K., 2020). Through these
articles, it is widely noted that the ideology of wilderness – as a place of refuge, the antidote to urban
living – remains the mainframe of reference for researchers to explore outdoor experience (Sene-Harper,
A. et al., 2020). Although EE and wilderness exploration are overwhelmingly supported as an approach to
teaching and learning, a reminder must be given not to assume that simply situation and EE program in a
specific place and orienting a pedagogy around that place is adequate for supporting equitable learning
for minorities (Miller, H. K., 2017). A vast majority of the articles agreed that it is crucial to consider how
race and racism impact environmental education in certain situations. This research proves that minority
outdoor culture today has roots in a strong legacy of resistance and political struggle for selfdetermination and should provide inspiration for outdoor recreation and support a sense of
environmental identity (Sene-Harper, A. et al., 2020). All articles concluded the lack of minority
participation in EE, but as shown in Figure 1. the articles that specifically address issue four related to the
idea of “white culture.” At the same time, two attributed living in an urban area and the remaining three
splits amongst lack of either a role model or representation in EE and lack of an environmental identity.
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Figure 1. the common trends among the articles that provoke hesitation
by minority groups to engage in EE.

Additional Trends
Ø Ethnic minorities
perceive greater
barriers to perusing
careers in EE
Ø Minorities show less
concerns about
environmental
problems
Ø Minorities have less
interest in
environmental issues
(Quimby, J. L., et al.,
2007)
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Discussion
All the articles synthesized agree on the importance of integrating not just biophysical issues (eg.
climate change, pollution, loss of biodiversity etc.) but how these issues are related to social issues
(eg. Racism, poverty, access to health care etc.) (Hane, E., 2020).
Best practices utilized in environmental education to serve communities/individuals in
marginalized populations.
The general purpose of EE is to provide individuals with the knowledge and skills necessary to
protect and improve the environment for all living things (Desjean-Perrotta, C., et al., 2008). With
that being said there is a necessity to treat minority and marginalized populations with the care and
sensitivity needed for them to develop a secure environmental identity that is their own and not
shared with the majority population that they differ from statistically.
How can environmental education practitioners avoid re-traumatizing marginalized audiences
when incorporating sensitive trauma topics?
Race was mentioned throughout the articles as a limiting factor for minorities when becoming
involved in EE (Ruolin, M. E., Cagle, N. L., 2020) and perhaps the exploration into non colonial spaces
such as the ”From Slavery to Freedom” garden at PPC can connect to the deeper-rooted culture that
researchers found prominent between multicultural groups and the environment, rather than spaces
where only the erasure of cultural history has taken place.
How can environmental education provide a safe space from past trauma?
Social emotional learning (SEL) which is the process of developing a self-awareness, self-control and
interpersonal skills vital to life success (Germinaro, K., et al. 2021) and is proven to help aid in a sense
of belonging. By helping develop SEL in marginalized groups as well as building on their
environmental identity which is important in predicting a broad array of environmental behaviors
(Ruolin, M. E., Cagle, N. L., 2020) , can help to bridge the gap between negative connections.
What are the best practices for environmental education practitioners when dealing with
communities that suffer racial divides?
Many EE programs continue to rely upon and reproduce colonial ideas of race and space by
perpetuating colonial frameworks though the erasure of indigenous and minority bodies, histories,
and territories from the curriculum (McLean, S., 2013). In light of this the culture belonging to
minorities that links them to the environment is disappearing. It is important to promote that
connection through person linkages through artifacts, place-based learning and stories. Stories
become the vehicles we use to define ourselves and the places we inhabit and utilize (Finney, 2014).

Mincey (2022) - 4

References
A guide to systematic reviews and Evidence Synthesis Service @ ULS: What is a systematic review and where can you find them?
LibGuides. (n.d.). Retrieved April 28, 2022.
Desjean-Perrotta, B., Moseley, C., & Cantu, L. E. (2008). Preservice Teachers' perceptions of the environment: Does ethnicity or dominant
residential experience matter? The Journal of Environmental Education, 39(2), 21–32. Doi: 10.3200/joee.39.2.21-32
Environmental Protection Agency. (n.d.). What is Environmental Education? EPA. Retrieved April 28, 2022.
Germinaro, K., Dunn, E., Polk, K. D., de Vries, H. G., Daugherty, D., & Jones, J. (2021). Diversity in outdoor education: Discrepancies in SEL
across a school overnight program. Journal of Experiential Education, 105382592110401. Doi:
10.1177/10538259211040185
Glossary of essential health equity terms. Marginalized populations | National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health. (n.d.).
Retrieved April 28, 2022.
Hane, E., & Korfmacher, K. (2020). Integrating multiple perspectives in an urban ecology course. Landscape Online, 82, 1–14. Doi:
10.3097/lo.202082
Lotz-Sisitka, H. (2004). Environmental Education Research and social change: Southern african perspectives. Environmental Education
Research, 10(3), 291–295. Doi: 10.1080/1350462042000258143
Macura, B., Suskevics, M., Garside, R., Hannes, K., Rebecca, R., & Rodela, R. (2019). Systematic reviews of qualitative evidence for
environmental policy and management: an overview of different methodological options. Environmental Evidence, 8(1).
Doi: 10.1186/s13750-019-0168-0.
McLean, S. (2013). The Whiteness of Green: Racialization and Environmental Education. The Canadian Geographer / Le Géographe
Canadien, 57(3), 354–362. Doi: 10.1111/cag.12025
Mcphie, J., & Clarke, D. A. (2018). Nature matters: Diffracting a keystone concept of environmental education research – just for kicks.
Environmental Education Research, 26(9-10), 1509–1526. Doi: 10.1080/13504622.2018.1531387
Miao, R. E., & Cagle, N. L. (2020). The role of gender, race, and ethnicity in environmental identity development in undergraduate student
narratives. ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION RESEARCH, 26(2), 171–188.
Miller, H. K. (2017). Developing a critical consciousness of race in place-based Environmental Education: Franco’s story. Environmental
Education Research, 24(6), 845–858. Doi: 10.1080/13504622.2017.1357802
Parris, C. L., Hegtvedt, K. A., Watson, L. A., & Johnson, C. (2013). Justice for all? factors affecting perceptions of environmental and
ecological injustice. Social Justice Research, 27(1), 67–98. Doi: 10.1007/s11211-013-0200-4
Pullin, A.S. and Stewart, G.B, (2006). Guidelines for systematic review in conservation and environmental management. Conservation
Biology. 20:1647-1656.
Quimby, J. L., Seyala, N. D., & Wolfson, J. L. (2007). Social cognitive predictors of interest in environmental science: Recommendations for
environmental educators. The Journal of Environmental Education, 38(3), 43–52. Doi: 10.3200/joee.38.3.43-52
Sene-Harper, A., Mowatt, R., & Floyd, M. (2022). A people’s future of leisure studies: Political cultural black outdoors experiences. Journal
of Park and Recreation Administration. Doi: 10.18666/jpra-2021-11006
Stapleton, S. R. (2019). Toward critical environmental education: A standpoint analysis of race in the American Environmental Context.
Environmental Education Research, 26(2), 155–170. Doi: 10.1080/13504622.2019.1648768
Tucker, A. R., Javorski, S., Tracy, J., & Beale, B. (2012). The use of adventure therapy in community-based mental health: Decreases in
problem severity among youth clients. Child & Youth Care Forum, 42(2), 155–179. Doi: 10.1007/s10566-012-9190-x

5

