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Key Characteristics and Indicators of Environmental Education Program Excellence 
 
Key:     N…Never     S…Sometimes     M…Most of the time       A…. Always 
 
#1 Gather Information & Assess Priorities & Resources N S M A 
1.1 Self-assessment     
1.2 Organizational priorities, capacity, and resources     
1.3 Environmental, educational, and community needs     
1.4 Audience needs     
Notes:  
Caring For Our Watersheds (CFOW) originated in 2007 in Alberta, came to Colorado in 2013, and has been hosted by Poudre 
Learning Center since 2019. Corporate sponsor Nutrien shows long-lasting commitment to the program, which is available in 
Canada, the United States, and Argentina, through a robust partnership model, with corporate support of more than $250,000 
per year in collaboration with host organizations in 8 locations (Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, California, Colorado, Ohio, 
Chesapeake Bay region, and San Antonio de Areco watershed). For Colorado, Poudre Learning Center employs a full-time 
CFOW program specialist; the current coordinator won a CFOW award when she was in high school. Currently, participants 
are students from the Big Thompson and Cache la Poudre watersheds; in 2025, there were 294 project proposals submitted. 
The City of Greeley sponsors the Colorado program.   
 
CFOW links strongly to the Poudre Learning Center mission of wonder and inspiration for young environmental stewards via 
outdoor learning and inquiry. Poudre Learning Center, a 65-acre outdoor classroom and nature center offering environmental 



 
education field experiences, is owned and operated by Greeley-Evans School District 6 – which in and of itself is exemplary. 
For Nutrien, CFOW strongly supports their corporate sustainability strategy, environmental stewardship focus area, and 
community impact key area. Both the umbrella and regional scopes and scales of CFOW are testament to community needs 
and acceptance of a high-quality water education program.  

 
#2 Design Instruction N S M A 
2.1 Goals and objectives     
2.2 Instructional materials and techniques     
2.3 Instructional staff     
Notes: 
CFOW challenges students, working alone or in small teams, to answer a concise and powerful guiding question: What can you 
do to improve your watershed? The program uses project-based learning, with well-articulated materials, a range of instructional 
approaches, and a key distinguishing feature: project implementation funding for top-scoring projects. There are many, multiple 
project and background knowledge supports. Scoring rubrics are detailed and complete, with clear criteria and leveling. Nutrien 
bases the program on applicable Sustainable Development Goals and Poudre Learning Center has correlated all their learning 
activities to the Colorado Academic Standards. Successful projects must demonstrate contributions to environmental literacy, are 
impactful experientially and academically, and require synthesis, budgeting, and communications skills to prepare and present a 
winning proposal. Participants are driven to be action-oriented and creative in their approach to solving local issues they select to 
address.  
 
In Colorado, the coordinator (who is a school district employee) provides resource-matching for individual projects, including from 
experts and for funding. She also ensures each submittal receives specific feedback “so students know a caring, knowledgeable 
adult actually read their work.” A cadre of about 100 educational volunteers work to support and judge projects each year in the 
state. CFOW won the “Outstanding Service at the Global Level” award from the North American Association for Environmental 
Education in 2015.  

 
#3 Design Program Structure & Delivery N S M A 
3.1 Format and delivery     
3.2 Facilities     
3.3 Health and safety     
3.4 Communication     
Notes: 
CFOW’s model of an international sponsor-organizer with regional coordination by environmental education experts is dynamic 
and synergistic. Overall, the annual contest cycle of CFOW is designed to be easy-to-understand by teachers and students, with 
registration unlocking instructional resources, with a student workbook as a cornerstone. With guidance from their teachers and 
programmatic staff, students following the instructional cycle outlined in the workbook will complete a proposal for their idea to 
improve their watershed. Proposals are submitted for judging, with top proposals moving on to in-person presentations. At least 
10 proposals are selected for implementation funding and support. Resulting projects include a creative, feasible solution (ideally 
one that is S.M.A.R.T. [Specific-Measurable-Achievable-Realistic-Timely]), with a budget, identified Sustainable Development 
Goals, and potentially original visuals, such as short persuasive videos. CFOW’s three-phase format – with proposal, 
presentation, then implementation – mirrors the path of many real-world, professional watershed improvement projects. Authentic 
skills result.  
 
Though most CFOW activities take place dispersed either at school, home or other spaces, some activities take place at Poudre 
Learning Center, most importantly in-person presentations and judging of the top 10 project proposals each spring. Other learning 
activities are available either on-site or in schools. Poudre Learning Center itself is a safe, accessible outdoor learning facility 
which complies with all applicable district, state, and federal policies. English language learners/Spanish speakers and special 
needs students are accommodated. Like CFOW-participating students, adult program volunteers are supported by an impressive 
array of materials, including sophisticated on-line reviewing and scoring platforms. CFOW is positioned within Poudre Learning 
Center’s scaffolded offering of field experiences and student action programs. 
 
CFOW’s marketing communications are attractive, informative, and professional. The program is well-promoted. 



 
 
#4 Develop an Evaluation Plan N S M A 
4.1 Evaluation plan     
4.2 Evaluation strategies, techniques, and tools     
4.3 Pilot test the program and revise     
Notes: 
Annual reports tout impressive outputs: 44,400 student participants and 640 implemented projects since inception, more than 
$250,000 invested annually, and, in Colorado, an average of 307 proposals from 461 students over the last seven years. 
Evaluation is baked into program operations, with participant input sought before, during, and after annual contest windows 
(January to May in Colorado). Documentation of program outputs and outcomes is extensive and longitudinal, allowing trends of 
impact to be seen. The meshing of Nutrien’s overall programmatic mission and that of CFOW within a Colorado school district-run 
outdoor learning center impresses as both collect and share data needed to document value. Evaluation instruments are user-
friendly, resulting in valid data tied to program goals and objectives – measuring CFOW’s contribution to environmental literacy 
fairly and accurately. Videos of “Legacy Stories” show powerful anecdotes of long-term influence of CFOW on some participants, 
including Colorado’s program coordinator, who was a contest winner in high school. Overall, long-term evaluation data builds a 
convincing case of program effectiveness and impact.  

 
#5 Deliver Program & Implement Evaluation Plan N S M A 

5.1 Instructional content     
5.2 Learning climate     
5.3 Flexible and responsive instruction     
5.4 Inclusion and collaboration     
5.5 Instructional methods     
5.6 Implement evaluation     
Notes: 
CFOW’s participatory challenge is appropriate for high school ages and preparatory for post-secondary life. Students engage via 
a relevant, meaningful self-identified concern within their watershed. As they move toward advocating for a particular solution, 
CFOW builds knowledge and skills, promotes civic action, and develops environmentally responsible behavior. The program is 
intellectually stimulating and elevates youth voice. Support is responsible and flexible. CFOW materials could, however, be more 
explicit in considerations of environmental justice, underserved audiences, and cultural responsiveness. Still, written guidance, on-
line instructional videos and learning games, in-person experiential activities, and independent research are all encouraged, as 
much student work takes place dispersed across their schools, homes and other spaces. Collection of evaluation data is 
consistent, adequate, and aimed at assuring quality. 
 
#6 Analyze, Adapt, and Share N S M A 
6.1 Evaluation results     
6.2 Plan for long-term sustainability     
6.3 Share learnings     
Notes: 
Program results are well-documented and monitored closely to demonstrate success and drive improvement. Permissions from 
participants sought and traced. Strong promotion and recognition of overall program highlights.  
 
Sharing of program accomplishments is celebratory and widely publicized, with many stories of how the guiding question (What 
can you do to improve your watershed?) has been answered elegantly and successfully in hundreds of ways. Plenty of evidence 
of program continuation, including sufficient funding.  
 

 

COLORADO-NESS – How does this educational material support the Colorado Water Plan? 



 
• It is hard to imagine a better means of preparing the next generation of Colorado watershed managers than by managing a 

Colorado watershed – at small scale and with support from educators and experts.  
 

• Caring For Our Watershed’s integrative nature promotes and practices many process skills necessary for professional 
success, in the water sector and most others.  

 
• Depending on learner-decided direction, student projects can (and have) dealt in most any of the Water Plan’s “Tools for 

Action.” For instance, winning Colorado projects have focused on Stream/Watershed Restoration and Enhancement, Water 
Efficiency and Conservation Programs, and Endangered and Threatened Species Recovery Programs. 
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