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After many months, the new edition of Exploring Your Environment passed an intense national jury 
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There is growing concern in the United States that there will be a shortage of scientists in the 
not-too-distant future. To address this issue, 4-H identified as one of its priorities to meet the 
needs of children, youth and the nation with high quality science, engineering and technology 
learning programs (4-H SET Checklist). 4-H’s approach is comprehensive and holistic: from 
agriculture to climate change to alternative energy, youth are learning about highly relevant 
complex systems and issues that will ensure their contributions to their communities today and 
their success as global leaders tomorrow (http://www.4-h.org/youth-development-programs/4-
h-science-programs/).

National 4-H leaders saw that within the environmental sciences, a 2002 edition of Exploring 

Your Environment (Hartz & Carlson) needed to be updated and to incorporate relevant 
ecosystem and world environmental issues. The curriculum first originated in Minnesota, so a 
team of writers from the University of Minnesota Extension 4-H program was asked to rewrite 
the curriculum.  

Key considerations for content components included:
• Relevancy
• Inquiry Base
• Foci on Ecosystems, Environmental Issues, Stewardship, and Sustainability
• Experiential Methodology
• Hands-on Explorations & Investigations
• Unifying Concepts of Science

ECOSYSTEM SERVICESECOSYSTEM SERVICESECOSYSTEM SERVICESECOSYSTEM SERVICES

Introduction to Ecosystem Services
1. What are Ecosystem Services

Regulating Services
2. Pollination Buzz

3. What’s that You’re Drinking

Supportive Services
4. Soil Detective

5. How Does Soil Form

6. How Much is Soil Worth

Provisioning Services
7. Food as Provisioning Services

8. Fuel as Provisioning Services

Cultural Services
9. Recreation and Ecotourism

10. Cultural and Aesthetic Values
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After many months, the new edition of Exploring Your Environment passed an intense national jury 
process and is now part of the National 4-H Curriculum. Exploring Your Environment is updated to meet 
environmental education needs of our society through hands-on, inquiry-based learning. This resource 
assists young people in better understanding and making a personal connection to the environment. 

The three-book resource focuses on ecosystem services and Earth’s capacity. In Book 1, “Ecosystem 
Services,” youth explore the components of provisioning, supporting, cultural and regulating services of 
the environment.  In Book 2, “Earth Capacity,” youth learn to appreciate Earth’s capacity to sustain life 
by focusing on stewardship and sustainability. A “Facilitator’s Guide” assists the young person’s helper 
(adult or older youth) in mentoring and in facilitating learning.  

While Exploring Your Environment is targeted for middle school youth, its contents can be adapted for 
youth of other ages as well. Within these books are hands-on projects, service-learning opportunities, 
reflection sections, and additional online resources. Each section of the curriculum focuses on an 
environmental question or issue and has a corresponding activity that allows young people to jump right 
into real-world issues that affect their lives. These learn-by-doing activities, although written primarily for 
a 4-H project club, can effectively be adapted to the family, the classroom, camp settings, special 
interest projects and other groups as well. The curriculum is supported by a large and diverse set of 
resources by the National 4-H organization (see website below).

Specific goals for the curriculum were:
• To excite, engage and encourage youth in areas of environmental science.
• To provide youth with opportunities to discover basic ecological concepts first-hand while 

developing scientific thinking and abilities.
• To learn about the environment through exploration with peers.
• To provide youth opportunities to affect change in their local communities by engaging with 

others and having voice in local environmental issues.
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A team of five MN 4-H educators convened to begin redesigning and writing the curriculum in 
January of 2009. Authors reviewed literature and accessed current research, existing data and 
environmental trends. The team designed a framework for development for the new curriculum, 
wrote connected lesson plans that were peer reviewed, worked intimately with national and 
local environment and curriculum experts, and developed a program that meets quality youth 
development standards in design and delivery. The authors wrote the material focused on 
current ecological science and in connection with the national science education standards. 
The curriculum successfully completed a rigorous national curriculum review process and is 
now for sale.

The team used current educational design methods so that each activity includes:
• MATERIALS NEEDED: Materials necessary to complete the activity
• GET GROUNDED: An introduction to engage the youth in the activity topic
• DIG IN: The activity and a series of questions to guide the learning process
• THINK ABOUT IT: Questions to reflect on and apply knowledge gained by doing the activity
• NATURAL CONNECTIONS: Content information to support the activity
• DIG IN DEEPER: Ideas for further exploration and learning
• IMPORTANT FACTS: Interesting facts to assist youth in understanding the activity concepts National Curriculum Resources

www.4-H.org/curriculum/environment
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Stewardship and Sustainability
1. Dream Steward

2. Abundance and Scarcity

Land Use
3. My Land Use

Populations, Health, and Quality of Life
4. Our Carrying Capacity

5. Butterflies I See

6. Aliens in the New World

Climate Change
7. Investigating My Climate

8. Responding to Global Climate Change

Life Cycle Analysis
9. Take In the Trash

Ecological Footprints
10. My Ecological Footprint

Living a Sustainable Life
11. My Promise to the Earth

12. Community Action Leadership 

Challenge
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