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ECOS = Environmental Center for Our Schools

Mission Statement: “ECOS provides outdoor environmental education for the 
Springfield Public Schools using Forest Park as an outdoor classroom. At ECOS, 
students engage in scientific inquiry through the use of science and engineering 
practices to develop an attitude of respect and stewardship for the natural world”



ECOS = Environmental Center for Our Schools

• Urban (Forest Park)
• All students in Springfield Public Schools

• 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th grade
• 48 years old!



Overview

• Who we are and why we’re here
• How we think about this

• Extinction of Experience
• Transformation of Experience

• What we’ve been working on



Extinction of Experience

• Urbanization = people have less 
access to nature

• Changing schedules/preferences =
people spend less time in nature

• Especially children!

How we think about this What we’ve been working on
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First selfie at 8 months



How we think about this What we’ve been working on

Maddux advances to a 
desktop computer
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Transformation of Experience

How we think about this What we’ve been working on



Transformation of Experience

• People’s experience with nature is transforming
• “global urbanization and the development of technology, in 

combination with new ways of working, seeing the world, and 
consuming, are too different today to allow the experience of earlier 
generations to be replicated.” - Clayton et al. 2016

• Technology
• Minecraft, Pokemon Go, etc

• Social Context
Clayton, S., et al. (2016). Transformation of experience: Toward a new relationship with nature. Conservation Letters
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Transformation of Experience: Tech
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Transformation of Experience: Legacy



How do we counter 
the Extinction of Experience

(or facilitate the Transformation)?

How we think about this What we’ve been working on



4th grade ECOS program
• Habitat exploration (pond, field, forest)
• Catching/looking at small animals
• Silent sit, Bubble-gum tree
Aligned with MA learning standards



The ECOS Program Evaluation
• Collaborative assessment between ECOS teachers and 

UMass grad student
• If ECOS is successful, students will repeat, talk about, and feel 

confident doing ECOS-learned activities
• Where are the students “at”?
• Are we achieving program goals?

How we think about this What we’ve been working on



• Surveyed Grade 5 students about their 
memories of Grade 4

• 562 students took the survey among 
10 schools

• 364 students and their parents gave 
assent/consent (64.8%)

• 87.5% of students gave assent and 72.8% 
of parents gave consent

• Surveys took ~17 minutes on average
• ~90% went to ECOS last year

How we think about this What we’ve been working on



Survey Structure
• Part 1. Background Information

• Access to nature
• Outdoor activities 
• Emotional context
• “ECOS Legacy”

• Part 2. Choose an Activity from last 
year

• Part 3.  Activity Outcomes
• Repetition, Discussion, Confidence
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The ECOS Program Evaluation
Main findings
• Confidence is most consistent outcome

• Across all chosen activities
• 47% repeated the activity
• 33% discussed the activity
• 71% feel confident doing it

• Why? Legacy and Outdoor Activities matter
• The most common barrier was pests, not danger

How we think about this What we’ve been working on



Chosen activity: catching small 
animals at the pond. 
In the past year…
34.3% repeated the activity

35.4% discussed the activity

72.0% feel confident doing it

“I remember when we cathed 

tadpoles and frogs because we 

were learning about the frog cycle”

“When we caught frogs and played with them.”



Chosen activity: catching small 
animals at the pond. 
In the past year…
34.3% repeated the activity

35.4% discussed the activity

72.0% feel confident doing it

Why do some 
students repeat, 
discuss, and feel 
confident about 
ECOS activities?



> Students who did more “immersive” activities were

2.1x more likely to discuss the ECOS activity
(CI: 1.2, 3.7)

> Students who did more “recreational” activities were

1.6x more likely to repeat the ECOS activity 
(CI: 1.2, 2.2)



*When parents did the activity at ECOS, students were 
more likely to repeat the activity with parents*

> Students who’s parents did ECOS were

3.2x more likely to discuss the ECOS activity
(CI: 1.3, 8.7)

> Students who’s teachers talked about ECOS were

1.5x more likely to discuss the ECOS activity 
(CI: 1.1, 2.0)



Part 2: Identifying Barriers, Imagining Solutions



Identifying Barriers, Imagining Solutions
• Program evaluations help articulate goals, identify barriers, 

imagine solutions.
• Not that different than what you do every day!
• Let’s practice together.











Remember the Transformation of Experience: think of a 
technology or legacy relevant to your program/setting







Part 3: “Four Corners”



Where are your participants “at”?
• Research mindset: make observation to support or challenge 

your assumptions
• Not that different than what you do every day!
• Let’s practice together.















Where are your participants “at”?
• Make your own Four Corners that you can use in your setting
• This is your “ticket to leave”!



Thank You!

Evan Kuras, UMass Amherst
erkuras@gmail.com 

Mo Keating-Lessard, ECOS
keating-lessardm@springfield

publicschools.com 

mailto:erkuras@gmail.com
mailto:keating-lessardm@springfieldpublicschools.com
mailto:keating-lessardm@springfieldpublicschools.com

