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ABSTRACT  
 

In recent years Environmental Education (EE) and Interpretation (I) experts and 

organizations have called for a professionalization of the field. One aspect of 

professionalism is providing quality information to audiences; quality information is 

defined by this study as information that is accurate, balanced, and current. This study 

focused on the role of written resources such as lesson plans and fact sheets in ensuring 

that quality information is delivered to nature center audiences. Nature centers in WI 

were surveyed using a mixed methods approach that used both open ended and Likert-

type questions. Respondents (N=56) indicated the use of methods which involved 

written resources to ensure quality information is delivered to their audiences by 

education staff. However, a discrepancy was found between what respondents felt was 

important for ensuring quality information and what was reported as practiced at their 

centers. Additionally, although this study focused upon written methods, the 

importance of human resources, such as experienced educators, emerged from the 

open ended questions and is supported within the literature review. It is recommended 

that future research be conducted to further explore the use of human resources for 

ensuring quality information, to determine the nature of the discrepancy between belief 

and practices, and to assess the effectiveness of different methods for ensuring quality 

information is delivered to the public. 
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CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION 
 

Providing quality information to the public builds a foundation of credibility upon 

which nature centers in Wisconsin and elsewhere rely upon when dealing with the 

public (Voorhis & Haley, 2008, p. 19). The delivery of environmental education 

programming is hampered by the use of inaccurate, biased, or outdated information. 

Audiences, presented with such information can lose trust in the professionalism of 

their local nature center. Why listen to what their nature center says about invasive 

plants if they were giving out false information about local owls? What does it say about 

an organization’s credibility if they aren’t up to date on the effects of white nose fungus 

on North American bat populations? What does it say if an organization runs a program 

about alternative energy that is biased towards the political left or right? In order for 

nature centers to successfully build trust between themselves and their audience they 

must provide quality information, information which is accurate, balanced, and current. 

One way nature centers can ensure that quality information is being delivered to the 

public by education staff is through their use of written materials like lesson plans, fact 

sheets, and other written resource material. 

 

I.  Research Question 

The purpose of this study was to determine how nature centers in Wisconsin use 

written materials to ensure quality information is being delivered to the public by 

education staff.  
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II. Objectives 

1. Conduct surveys of nature center education supervisors to determine what 

methods, using written materials, are being used to ensure quality information is 

being delivered to the public by education staff. 

2. Determine which written methods are most frequently used for each aspect of 

quality information: accurate information, balanced information, and current 

information. 

3. Determine how important education supervisors at nature centers feel different 

methods related to written materials are.  

4. Provide recommendations for further research.  

III. Justification 

There has been a call to professionalize the Environmental Education (EE) and 

Interpretation (I) fields by the North American Association for Environmental Education 

(NAAEE), the National Association for Interpretation (NAI) and other EE and I 

professionals (Marcinkowski, 2010; Beck & Cable, 2011). Guidelines have been 

established by the NAAEE so that members of the EE community are able to “take steps 

to use pertinent sets of guidelines and initiatives to review and upgrade [their] 

professional development and [their] programs (Marcinkowski, 2010, p. 39)” According 

to the NAAEE guidelines for the preparation and professional development of 

environmental educators (2010b), “educators understand that their commitment as 

environmental educators is to provide accurate, balanced, and effective instruction (p. 
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12 ).” The provision of accurate and balanced instruction directly relates to the purpose 

of this project. 

These NAAEE guidelines, as well as NAI guidelines, refer to what environmental 

educators or interpreters should be able to do but not how to make these abilities a 

reality (NAAEE, 2010b; NAI, 2009a; NAI, 2009b). This study will determine what is being 

done in Wisconsin to ensure educators are providing quality information to the public. 

Once this is determined other studies may be conducted to determine how well these 

methods work and make recommendations which could be valuable to the fields of 

Environmental Education and Interpretation. 

V.  Limitations 

1. This study examined nature centers only, not other institutions in Wisconsin that 

may practice EE.  

2. This study does not examine the effectiveness of methods used by nature centers to 

ensure quality information is being delivered to the public.  

3. Due to the scope of the topic, only written methods of ensuring quality information 

were assessed by this study 

VI. Abbreviations  

ANCA- Association of Nature Center Administrators  

EE--Environmental Education  

IDP—Interpretive Development Program 

NAAEE—North American Association for Environmental Education 

NAI—National Association for Interpretation 
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NPS—National Park Service 

VII. Definitions 

Education staff—any person, paid or volunteer, who represents the nature center and 

provides educational programming to members of the public. 

Nature center—organizations that have property, a building, and their main focus is 

environmental education (UW-Extension & Wisconsin Center for Environmental 

Education, 2014) 

Quality information—information that relates to environmental education which is 

accurate, balanced, and current.  

Written materials—printed or electronic resources that convey information to 

education staff in order to enhance their knowledge or provide instruction. 

VIII. Assumptions 

1. Wisconsin nature centers will be willing to participate in this study. 

2. Education supervisors at Wisconsin nature centers will be honest and open about 

the extent and origin of written resources provided at their organization. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Although the specific topic of quality assurance methods is underrepresented, 

the literature shows (I) a necessity for quality information and (II) a lack of quality 

information regarding EE content. Exploring (III) how information is obtained by 

educators, from training techniques to source material provides a basic understanding 

of what techniques may be used by environmental educators and interpreters in 

Wisconsin. 

I. Necessity for Quality EE Information 

As discussed in the previous chapter there has been a call for the 

professionalization of the environmental education field (Marcinkowski, 2010; Smith, 

Collier, & Storey, 2011). Organizations like the North American Association for 

Environmental Education (NAAEE), the Association of Nature Center Administrators 

(ANCA) the National Association for Interpretation (NAI), and the National Park Service 

(NPS) have put forth guidelines for the professionalism of environmental education and 

interpretation (NAAEE, 2010b; NAI, 2009b; NPS, 2015; Voorhis & Haley, 2008). Within 

various guidelines and documents, there is a call for information which is accurate, 

balanced, and current.  

One way information can support the credibility of an organization is if it is 

balanced or unbiased; the use of balanced information is supported throughout the 

literature. Another term for balanced or unbiased information that is commonly seen is 
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non-advocacy, which has been cited as a need for in EE or Interpretation (Hug, 1977; 

Marcinkowski, 2010; NAAEE, 2010b, p. 12). The Tbilisi Declaration, which lies at the 

heart of the EE field, directly calls for balanced information (UNESCO, 1978). Within the 

declaration it is stated that environmental education should “[make] possible a holistic 

and balanced perspective (p27).” If the information provided in environmental 

education programming is not balanced, how will our audiences attain a holistic and 

balanced perspective? NAAEE also maintains that information should be balanced in 

each of its Guidelines for Excellence publications (NAAEE, 2004, p. 5; NAAEE, 2010a, p. 4; 

NAAEE, 2010b, p. 12; NAAEE, 2009, p. 19.) NAI (2009a) states that “interpretation 

[should deliver] multiple perspectives in a culturally compassionate way (p. 7),” and 

further advocate for balanced information within their organization standards (NAI, 

2009b, p. 9). ANCA, NPS, and other professionals in the fields of EE and I also emphasize 

the importance of balanced information (Voorhis & Haley, 2008, p 19.; NPS, 2007, p. 15, 

Hug, 1977; Marcinkowski, 2010; Hart, Jickling, & Kool, 1999).     

The importance of accurate information, occasionally referred to as factual 

information, is prevalent throughout the literature. NAAEE states that educators should 

be committed to providing accurate information (2010b, p. 12) and references the use 

of accurate information in its other Guidelines for Excellence publications (NAAEE, 2004, 

p. 5; NAAEE, 2010a, p. 4; NAAEE, 2009, p. 19). ANCA’s Director’s Guide to Best 

Practices—Programs states that it is important that information given to members of 

the public is accurate (Voorhis & Haley, 2008, pp. 19,27). NAI and the National Park 

Service also indicate that information learned and shared should be correct, although 
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often information is spoken of as knowledge (NAI, 2009b, p. 19; NPS, 2007). It is 

emphasized that factual knowledge of a resource is not the only type of knowledge 

important to interpretation but that it is necessary for factual knowledge to be accurate 

when used in programming (NPS, 2007). The term ‘knowledge’ is also used by the Tbilisi 

Declaration as one of the main tenets of EE. Environmental educators should be helping 

people “acquire a basic understanding of the environment and its associate problems 

(UNESCO, 1978 p27).” Use of inaccurate information would impede the ability of EE 

audiences to acquire this basic understanding. Moreover, the use of inaccurate 

information undermines the credibility of EE and Interpretive organizations (Zuefle & 

Beck, 1996). If trust in these organizations is lost, it may prevent them from reaching 

people and meeting other programming goals.    

Information may also be inaccurate or of poor quality if it is out dated. As 

scientific knowledge changes and grows, so does our understanding of the environment 

and environmental issues. As strange as it sounds, the facts change. For example, in 

2008 the Society for the Study of Amphibian and Reptiles published a report of common 

and scientific names of North American amphibians which moved many of our frogs 

from the genus Rana to the genus Lithobates (Crother, Boundy, Burbrink, Campbell, de 

Queiroz, Frost, Highton, Iverson, Kraus, McDiarmid, Mendelson, Meylan, Reeder, Seidel, 

Tilley, and Wake, 2008). Although backed by scientific studies, these changes were not 

made without opposition, making it difficult for those not deeply invested in 

herpetology to know which scientific names are the correct ones to use (Pauly, Hillis, & 
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Cannatella, 2009; Crother, et al., 2008). Scientific advances, if not well communicated, 

may present a challenge for nature centers seeking to remain up to date.  

The importance of using current information, much like accurate and balanced 

information, is included throughout the literature. NAAEE’s Guidelines for Excellence 

address the importance of current information in 3 of their 4 publications. In 

Environmental education materials: guidelines for excellence, and Guidelines for the 

preparation and professional development of environmental educators it is mentioned 

largely in tandem with accurate information (NAAEE, 2004, p. 5; NAAEE, 2010b, p. 13). 

Excellence in Environmental Education: Guidelines for Learning details learner outcomes 

for various ages, many of which require the use of current issues and therefore the use 

of current information (NAAEE, 2010a). ANCA’s Director’s Guide to Best Practices—

Programs references the importance and challenge of keeping scientific information in 

programs up to date (Voorhis & Haley, 2008, p. 27).Looking back towards the 

foundations of EE we see that the Tbilisi Declaration addressed the issue of current 

information by stating: “Environmental education should focus on current and potential 

environmental situations, while taking into account the historical perspective (UNESCO, 

1978 p.27).” The NPS’ IDP indicates that the knowledge used by interpreters should be 

current. This includes knowledge of audiences and social issues as well as factual 

knowledge (NPS, 2007).   

Although the NAAEE states that educators should have a commitment to provide 

accurate, balanced, and effective instruction the specifics of how to do so are not 
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included (NAAEE, 2010b).  Throughout the literature there are many standards and 

goals that rely on quality information or highlight skills that could help improve 

information quality such as knowing how to use scientific resources (NAAEE, 2010b). 

However, it seems to be assumed that educators are providing quality information 

when in fact that may not be the case.  

II. A Lack of Quality Information 

Sanera (1997) did a study on University of Wisconsin undergraduate courses in 

environmental education and found that these courses did “not meet the NAAEE 

Guidelines for fairness and accuracy (Sanera, 1997, p.20).” This study mostly focused on 

how balanced (or unbiased) information was and looked less into whether information 

was true or false. Although dated, if fairness and accuracy standards were not being met 

at the college level, what does that mean for smaller non-profit organizations?  

McDonald and Dominguez (2010) spent a portion of their professional 

development study focused on evaluating the scientific and environmental 

misconceptions held by teachers. An example of a misconception would be the idea that 

an owl can turn its head around 360 degrees. These misconceptions, if not corrected, 

will be passed on to students who can continue to spread misinformation (McDonald & 

Dominguez, 2010).  

Much of the information regarding inaccurate information comes from sources 

in interpretation. While not always aligned with environmental education, many of the 

sources reviewed specifically addressed inaccurate natural history information, which 
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does relate to the work of environmental educators. The article, Are We Ministers of 

Misinformation directly addresses the issue of misinformation as something that 

happens within the field (Zuefle & Beck, 1996).  Noting that educators or interpreters 

perpetuate misconceptions because it is what they learned is similar to the study 

discussed above by McDonald and Dominguez (2010). In their book, The Gifts of 

Interpretation, Beck and Cable also address the phenomena of misinformation and 

provide recommendation for improving information quality (2011).  

III. How Information is Obtained by Educators  

The source of information and its subsequent validity has been identified as an 

important factor in providing quality information to the public (Hart, Jickling, & Kool, 

1999; NPS, 2007; NAAEE, 2004). Although specific methods of obtaining information are 

not well documented there are two general categories that stick out from the literature: 

personnel policies and written resources.  

Personnel policies include training programs, professional development, and 

evaluation procedures (NAI, 2009b, p. 12; Beck & Cable, 2011; NAAEE, 2009, p. 16; 

Voorhis & Haley, 2008; Byrd, 2006). Specific literature regarding the professional 

development of environmental educators mostly focused on traditional teacher’s use of 

environmental education in their classrooms. Workshop participation was shown to 

increase the probability of using environmental education in the classroom as well as 

increasing the knowledge and awareness of specific environmental issues (Small, Larson, 

Green, & Shenk, 2012). Workshops, while the norm, were found to be less effective than 
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alternative more hands-on methods (Robottom & Kyburz-Graber, 2000; Meichtry & 

Smith, 2007).  

Written resources include reference materials and lesson plans, but also 

emphasized within the literature is the ability to use materials wisely. Educators should 

be able to know how to identify reputable sources of information (NPS, 2007, p. 13; 

Beck & Cable, 2011; NAAEE, 2010b, p. 15) According to the National Park Service, they 

should also know how to use primary resources (NPS, 2007, p. 13). The internet 

provides a multitude of resources that are being used to some degree by environmental 

educators. Ten years ago, “a clear majority of [environmental educators sampled] have 

moderate levels of comfort with [using the internet], primarily concerning basic 

communications tasks” (Heimlich, 2003, p.4 ). To what extent environmental educators 

use the internet as a source of information was not determined.  

IV. Summary  

 Based on guidelines set forth by the NAI, NPS, and NAAEE and supported by 

multiple environmental educators and researchers of environmental education issues, 

we should be striving to prevent the spread of inaccurate, biased, and outdated 

information. The literature lacks specific methods for controlling the quality of 

information; ensuring that it is accurate, balanced, and current. This project aims to 

identify what steps Wisconsin nature centers take to ensure quality information is being 

delivered to the public by education staff. Due to the scope of this project, it was 

decided that only methods that relate to written resources would be evaluated.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  METHODS 

I. Research Approach 

This study used a combination of quantitative and qualitative methodologies. 

The survey instrument consisted of 24 numbered questions, the majority of which were 

closed questions suitable for quantitative analysis. Respondents were asked to identify if 

their organization used written materials that were identified by the literature review; 

they were also given the opportunity to indicate any additional written resources used 

by their organization. Similarly, respondents were asked if they followed any guidelines 

or standards for programming and, if yes, to identify what those guidelines or standards 

were. Using Likert type and ranked questions, respondents were asked to indicate how 

frequently different methods involving written materials were practiced and how 

important they felt these different methods, such as including citations in written 

materials, were for ensuring accurate, balanced, and current information is delivered to 

nature center audiences. Additionally, respondents had the opportunity to provide 

additional information through the use of open ended questions. For example, 

respondents were asked if there were any additional methods that involve written 

materials that their organization uses to ensure quality information (accurate, balanced, 

and current information) is delivered to their audience. Demographic questions related 

to the individual respondent and to that respondent’s organization were also asked. 

After obtaining IRB approval, (Appendix A) an email introducing the study and 

announcing the upcoming survey was sent to 103 supervisors at organizations defined 

as nature centers by the UW-Extension’s Inventory of Environmental Education 
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Organizations in Wisconsin (2014). By their definition, an organization is a nature center 

if they have property, a building, and their main focus is environmental education (UW-

Extension & Wisconsin Center for Environmental Education, 2014). Four of the 

education supervisor or center director’s email addresses were invalid and attempts to 

obtain valid contact information of any kind were unsuccessful. Ninety-nine 

organizations were sent a link to the survey instrument. Three of these indicated that 

they did not feel their organization was appropriate for this study. The survey remained 

open for 31 days with two reminder emails sent to respondents after 1 and 3 weeks.  

II. Quantitative Data 

The survey instrument included 19 distinct quantitative variables which were 

analyzed using SPSS software and exported into Microsoft Excel for the creation of 

figures. Many of these variables dealt with the frequency nature centers used methods 

for ensuring quality information such as updating resources and including citations. 

Additional variables dealt with how important respondents felt these different methods 

were and how nature centers viewed the issues of accurate, balanced, and current 

information. The complete survey instrument can be found in Appendix B. Ranked and 

Likert-type questions were analyzed for frequency and a chi square test was applied to 

determine if responses differed significantly from a random distribution.  Correlation 

was calculated using Spearman’s Rho between all quantitative variables and assessed at 

the .01 and .05 levels of significance.  
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III. Qualitative Data 

The survey instrument included 6 open ended questions. Two of these questions 

simply asked for (1) additional examples of written materials used by respondents’ 

nature centers and (2) which guidelines or standards they followed. Three of the open 

ended questions asked for additional methods of ensuring quality information used by 

nature centers. The first asked for methods focusing on management of written 

resources, the second focused on creating original written resources, and the third 

asked for any additional methods. The final question to the survey instrument asked for 

any additional comments.  See Appendix B for the complete survey instrument.   

Open-ended questions were coded individually, although when appropriate, 

answers from one question were coded with another set. For example, if a respondent 

indicated that their previous answer to question 12 actually addressed question 14 then 

that response was coded with question 14 instead (Appendix B). Answers that did not 

address the question were not included in the coding process.  

Coding individual questions was done following the open coding protocol 

outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1990). Propositions were identified and then grouped 

into categories and themes.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Fifty-six of 99 potential respondents submitted complete or incomplete surveys 

resulting in a 56.6% response rate. Fifty of the surveys were completed and 6 were 

incomplete, resulting in a varying N value for different questions. Each quantitative 

variable was found to have a response frequency significantly different from a random, 

using a Chi Square Test.  

I. Organizational and Demographic Details 

Regarding educators, respondents were asked to indicate how many full 

time, part time, and volunteer educators worked at their organization. The standard 

deviations of each category of educator are all greater than the mean of each 

category of educator. The result frequencies, grouped into categories, are illustrated 

in Figure 4.1. The number of volunteers in the 31+ category is 218 volunteers.  
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Respondents were also asked approximately how many program sessions were 

taught by their education staff per year. These numbers varied widely with a maximum 

reported number of 9,999 program sessions to a minimum of 2 program sessions. The 

frequency of responses are illustrated in Figure 4.2.  

 

 Demographic data were also collected about respondents themselves. Fifty-nine 

percent of respondents held a bachelor’s degree as their highest degree, 39% held 

master’s degrees, and 4% of respondents held PhD’s (N=50). The majority of 

respondents, 73%, indicated they were female, and 27% were male (N=50). Thirty-five 

percent of respondents indicated they were between the ages of 36 and 45, 29% 

indicated that they were between the ages of 26 and 35, and 29% indicated they were 

between the ages of 46 and 55. Six percent of respondents indicated they were over the 

age of 56.  

 

8

4

31

6 7

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

1 to 49 50 to 99 100 to 499 500 to 999 1000+

R
e

sp
o

n
se

 F
re

q
u

en
cy

Program Sessions Taught per Year

Figure 4.2 Program Sessions Taught per Year at WI 
Nature Centers



17 
 

II. Written Materials Used  

All 56 respondents indicated which of 9 written resources types their 

organization utilized and had the option to write in additional resource types. Table 4.1 

indicates what percentage of respondents indicated the use of each resource type. Field 

guides were the most common resource type used, with 84% of respondents indicating 

that their organization used them. Percentages were rounded to the nearest whole 

percentage.  

 

 

 

 

 

III. Guidelines or Standards 

When asked whether or not their organization followed any guidelines or 

standards to ensure the quality of written materials, 58.8% of 51 respondents indicated 

that they did follow guidelines or standards. Of the remaining respondents, 25.5% 

indicated that they did not follow standards and 15.7% of respondents were unsure of 

their organization’s policy.  

Table 4.1  
Written Resources Used by WI Nature Centers 

Surveyed Resources Write-in Answers  

Field Guides 84% Program Boxes 4% 
Lesson Plans 82% Site Specific Guides 4% 
Keys 80% Staff Manuals 4% 
Activity Guides 77% Education Binders  2% 
Fact Sheets 71% Maps 2% 
Magazines/Periodicals 41% Phenelogical Histories 2% 
Paid for Online Resources 36% Posters 2% 
Textbooks 34% PowerPoints 2% 
    Strategy Sheets 2% 
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Respondents who indicated they used guidelines and standards were asked to 

identify which standards or guidelines they used. Some respondents indicated the use of 

multiple standards or guidelines; each mention of a specific standard or guideline was 

counted separately to create the total number of organizations that use each type of 

standard or guideline. These totals can be found in Table 4.2.  Respondents who 

indicated they used internal guidelines, “other” standards or guidelines, or “no” 

standards or guidelines were not included. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Respondents were also asked how important they felt the use of national 

guidelines was for ensuring the quality of information delivered to their audience. 

Seventy-six percent of respondents felt that following national guidelines was very 

important or somewhat important, 16% were unsure and 8% felt that following national 

guidelines was seldom important. 

 

Table 4.2 
Standards and Guidelines used by WI Nature Centers 

Standards or Guidelines Specified N 

State Standards 13 
  Wisconsin specific* 5 
Federal Standards 1 
Common Core Standards 3 
Next Generation Science Standards 2 

Full Option Science Standards 1 

NPS Guidelines 1 
NAAEE Guidelines 6 
National Science Foundation (NSF) 1 

NAI Guidelines 1 
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IV. References and Citations 

Respondents were asked, in general, how many of their written resources 

included citations or references and how important they feel the use of citations and 

references are for ensuring quality information is delivered to their audiences. The 

responses to these two questions had a positive correlation coefficient of .501 with a 

significance of .000.  

When asked how many of their written resources contain citations or references 

to source materials, 41.5% indicated that all or most of their written materials included 

citations or references, 24.5% said that some of their written materials included 

citations or references, and 34% indicated that a few or none of their written matericals 

included citations or references. Figure 4.3 shows the frequency of each response. 
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When asked about the importance of using citations, 76% of respondents 

indicated they felt citations and references were somewhat important or very important 

for ensuring quality information was delivered to their audience. Fourteen percent of 

respondents were unsure, and 10% felt that including citations and references was 

seldom important or not important. The frequency of each response is shown in Figure 

4.4.  

IV. Information Accuracy 

Respondents were asked a series of questions related to the information 

accuracy aspect of quality information. Included within this section is organizational 

regard for accurate information, the importance of critically evaluating published 

resources, and methods which are pertinent to original resources created by nature 

centers. These methods include the use and perceived importance of primary resources, 

the use and perceived importance of internet resources, and the practice and perceived 

importance of critically evaluating internet resources. 
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Regard of accurate information 

Respondents were asked how the issue of information accuracy is regarded at 

their organization. The majority of respondents indicated that this was either an 

important issue at their organization (52%) or one of their organization’s primary 

concerns (30% of respondents). None of the other accuracy variables were significantly 

correlated at the .01 level to how information accuracy is regarded at an organization.  

Critically evaluating published resources 

Respondents were asked how important they feel critically evaluating published 

resources is for ensuring that quality information is delivered to their audience. None of 

the respondents indicated that this was unimportant or seldom important and 14% 

were neutral or unsure. The remaining 86% felt that critically evaluating published 

resources was either very or somewhat important.  

Original resources produced by nature centers  

Respondents were asked a series of questions relating to resources that are 

produced internally for use at their organization. All of these questions primarily address 

the issue of information accuracy, although there may be overlap with balanced or 

current information. 

Primary resource use 

Respondents were asked how frequently educators at their organization utilize 

primary resources like scientific articles or public records in lesson plans or other written 

resources. The frequency of responses is illustrated in Figure 4.5. Most of the 
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respondents, 92.5%, reported that they rarely, sometimes, or often used primary 

resources when creating original resources. The extremes of never or always using 

primary resources accounted for only 7.5% of responses. 

 

When asked about how important they felt using primary resources was to 

ensuring quality information was delivered to their audience, 86% felt that it was 

somewhat important or very important. No respondents felt that primary resource use 
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was unimportant or seldom important; 14% of respondents were unsure. Figure 4.6 

illustrates the frequency of responses.  

Internet use 

Respondents were asked how frequently educators at their organization utilize 

internet resources in lesson plans or other written resources created by education staff. 

The majority of respondents, 79.2%, indicated that they either always or often used 

internet resources when creating lesson plans or other written resources. No 

respondents indicated that they never used internet resources and 3.8% indicated that 

they rarely used the internet for lesson plans or other written resources. The remaining 

17% of respondents indicated that they sometimes used internet resources for lesson 

plans or other written resources. Figure 4.7 indicates the frequency distribution of 

responses.  
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Regarding the use of internet resources, respondents were also asked how 

important they felt internet use is for ensuring that quality information is delivered to 

their audience.   The responses to this question were significantly correlated to the 

previous question at the .01 level with a correlation coefficient of .412. None of the 

respondents indicated that they felt using internet resources was unimportant or 

seldom important, and 6% of respondents were unsure. Ninety-four percent of 

respondents indicated that they felt the use of internet resources was either very 

important or somewhat important. Figure 4.8 illustrates the frequency distribution of 

the responses.  

Evaluating resources  

Respondents were asked how frequently internet resources were critically 

evaluated for reliability. No respondents indicated that they never critically evaluated 

internet resources and 9.4% indicated that they rarely critically evaluated internet 

resources. The majority of respondents, 58.5%, indicated that they always or often 
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critically evaluated resources for reliability.  An additional 22.6% of respondents 

indicated that they sometimes critically evaluated resources for reliability and 9.4% of 

respondents indicated that they were unsure or did not know how frequently internet 

resources were critically evaluated for reliability. Point one percent of responses was 

lost due to rounding in the above calculations. The frequency distribution of answers is 

illustrated in Figure 4.9. 

Respondents were also asked how important they felt critically evaluating 

internet resources is for ensuring that quality information is delivered to their audience.   
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Responses to this question were significantly correlated to the previous question at the 

.01 level with a correlation coefficient of .410. None of the respondents indicated that 

they felt critically evaluating internet resources was unimportant or seldom important, 

and 6% of respondents were unsure. Ninety-four percent of respondents indicated that 

they felt critically evaluating internet resources was either very important or somewhat 

important. Figure 4.10 illustrates the frequency distribution of the responses.  

V. Balanced Information  

Respondents were asked a series of questions related to the balanced 

information aspect of quality information. Included within this section is organizational 

regard for balanced information and the frequency and importance of distinguishing 

opinions from facts.  

Regard of balanced information 

Respondents were asked how the issue of ensuring balanced (unbiased) 

information is delivered to the public is regarded at their organization. The majority of 

respondents, 74%, indicated that this issue was important (50%) or one of their 

organization’s primary concerns (24%). Sixteen percent of respondents indicated that 

their organization found ensuring balanced information was delivered to the public was 

somewhat important and 10% of respondents indicated their organization occasionally 

or never gives focus to this issue. 
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Distinguishing opinions and facts 

Respondents were asked how frequently lesson plans or other written resources 

at their organization clearly distinguish opinions from facts. None of the respondents 

indicated that they never or rarely distinguished opinion from fact in lesson plans or 

other written resources. The majority of respondents, 76.5%, indicated that they always 

or often distinguished opinion from fact in lesson plans or other written resources. 

Figure 4.11 shows the frequency distribution of responses.  
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Respondents were also asked to indicate how important they felt clearly 

distinguishing opinion from fact is for ensuring that quality information is delivered to 

their audience. The responses to this question are significantly correlated to the 

previous question at the .05 level with a correlation of .318. The frequency distribution 

of responses are illustrated in Figure 4.12. None of the respondents indicated that 

clearly distinguishing opinion from fact was not important or seldom important while 

94% felt it was somewhat important or very important.  

VI. Current Information 

Respondents were asked a series of questions related to the current information 

aspect of quality information. Included within this section is organizational regard for 

current information, the frequency and importance of updating resources, and the 

importance of keeping an updated library. 

Regard of current information 

Respondents were asked how this issue of ensuring the use of current 

information is regarded at their organization. Fifty-eight percent of respondents 

indicated that this is an important issue at their organization and 22% indicated that it 

was one of their organization’s primary concerns. Eight percent of respondents 

indicated that current information was somewhat important at their organization and 

12% indicated that their organization occasionally or never focuses on ensuring 

information is current.  
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Updating written resources 

Respondents were asked how often written resources are reviewed to 

determine whether or not they need to be updated.  Forty-five percent of respondents 

indicated that their organization reviewed written resources annually. Figure 4.13 

illustrates the frequency distribution of responses.  
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Respondents were also asked how important they felt updating resources is for 

ensuring that quality information is delivered to their audience. This question’s 

responses were significantly correlated to the previous question’s responses at the .01 

level with a correlation coefficient of .365. Ninety-six of respondents felt that updating 

resources was either very important or somewhat important to ensuring quality 

information is delivered to their audience. Figure 4.14 illustrates the frequency 

distribution of responses.  

Importance of an updated library 

Respondents were asked to indicate how important they felt having an up to 

date library of resources is to ensuring quality information is delivered to their audience.  

Figure 4.15 illustrates the frequency distribution of responses. The majority of 

respondents, 76%, indicated that an up to date library was very important or somewhat 

important for ensuring quality information is delivered to their audience. 

 

1 2

9

17
21

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Not Important Seldom
Important

Neutral/ Unsure Somewhat
Important

Very Important

R
e

sp
o

n
se

 F
re

q
u

en
cy

Importance of an Up to Date Library

Figure 4.15 Importance of Having an Up to Date Library of 
Resources for Ensuring Quality Information



31 
 

VII. Qualitative Results   

Three of the open-ended questions included in the survey instrument covered 

two or all three aspects of quality information, accurate, balanced, and current 

information.  

Managing resources 

Respondents were asked to describe any other methods their organization uses 

to manage its written resources for information quality (to ensure information is 

accurate, balanced/unbiased, and current).  Two themes emerged from their responses: 

updating information and testing of information quality. 

Within the theme of updating information the qualitative data were organized 

into three categories: 1) keeping up with audience standards, 2) review by multiple 

people (which is cross referenced with the second theme) and 3) periodic updates. 

Respondents indicated that periodic updates were made, although a specific period of 

time was not always specified. The method of review also varied but commonly involved 

multiple people reviewing curriculum, lesson plans, or other written resources. Some 

organizations utilize staff trainings, board members, experienced volunteers, or local 

professionals to help review their documents. The nature of these methods include 

varying intervals of review. For instance, staff trainings may occur on a more regular 

basis than the use of local professionals. Four respondents indicated that their written 

materials were updated to match changing standards relevant to their audiences such 

as state standards or standards for a particular school district.  
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The theme of testing information quality overlaps slightly with the theme of 

updating information with the inclusion of the category ‘review by multiple people.’ 

While the timing of these reviews is relevant to the previous theme, the use of multiple 

people is relevant to this theme. By having multiple people look over their documents, 

respondents implied that fewer errors or disreputable resources would be found in their 

library or collection.  

The remaining four categories included in the Testing Information theme are 1) 

use multiple sources to evaluate quality of resource, 2) pilot use of written resources, 3) 

evaluation by a supervisor, and 4) fact checking.  Using multiple sources to evaluate the 

quality of a resource and fact checking both operate under a similar premise as the 

‘review by multiple people’ category. By utilizing multiple resources, you are less likely 

to be passing along information that is inaccurate, biased, or outdated. One respondent 

indicated that a supervisor reviewed materials and another respondent indicated that 

written resources are first used in pilot format by their organization.  

Original resources 

Respondents were asked, concerning original resources, to describe any steps 

their organization takes to ensure that information created by their educators is 

accurate, balanced (unbiased), and current. The responses were organized into two 

themes: Human Resources and Good Research Practices.  

The theme of Human Resources can be further broken down into three 

categories: 1) utilization of experienced staff, 2) resource review by multiple people, and 
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3) audience feedback. Respondents indicated that the utilization of experienced staff 

was important to ensuring the quality of information included in original written 

resources. Experience was sometimes quantified by years, the achievement of advanced 

degrees, or a professional career in an environmental field prior to or coinciding with 

volunteering or working for an organization. These experienced staff, including 

volunteers, were often cited as being part of a review process to ensure lesson plans 

and other written materials are of high quality. The second category in the Human 

Resources theme is resource review by multiple people. Respondents indicated that 

their review of original materials often involved more than one person. Specifically, peer 

review and education committees or teams were the most commonly referenced 

method of using multiple people to review a resource. Audience feedback comprises the 

last portion of this theme and consists of one proposition. This respondent indicated 

that their organization uses surveys to gather teacher feedback on the effectiveness of 

programming but also the reliability and scientific credibility of lessons taught by their 

organization.  

The second theme that emerged from this question, Good Research Practices, is 

comprised of four categories: 1) reference multiple resources, 2) use reputable sources 

as references, 3) use citations, and 4) keep written resources up to date. For the first 

category, reference multiple resources, three respondents indicated that the use of 

multiple reference materials, or cross-checking information, was something they or 

their organization as a whole strove toward. The second category, use reputable sources 

as references, indicated several types of acceptable reputable resources which include: 
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government websites such as the DNR, peer-reviewed resources, resources from 

universities or other educational institutions, or published activity guides such as PLT, 

WET, WILD, Aquatic, or KEEP. The use citations category consists of one proposition 

stating that citations should be shown. Keeping written resources up to date was a 

larger category, consisting of propositions from four respondents. Specific methods of 

keeping written resources up to date include the removal of outdated fact sheets, 

annual review of lesson plans, or periodic review of presentations and other materials.  

Additional methods 

Respondents were asked to describe any additional methods that involve written 

materials that their organization uses to ensure quality information (accurate, balanced, 

and current information) is delivered to their audience.  Three themes emerged from 

the responses: feedback from others, use of guidelines, and educator expertise.  

Of these themes, the use of guidelines and educator expertise only have one 

category within them, each with the same name, respectively. Within the use of 

guidelines category, there are two propositions from two separate respondents. The 

first references NAAEE guidelines for environmental education materials and the second 

proposition references the use of internal guidelines or procedure. The theme and 

category of educator expertise included different methods for utilizing or bolstering 

staff or volunteer experience. Respondents indicated that the use of experienced staff 

or staff that are serious about quality programming was important. One of the 
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respondents indicated that their organization had developed a master naturalist class 

for their education team in order to facilitate their learning.  

The theme of feedback from others consists of three categories: 1) professional 

input, 2) audience feedback, and 3) pilot testing. The first of these themes, professional 

input includes several specific ways in which nature centers are using professionals to 

enhance or ensure the quality of their programs. Most commonly referenced were 

reviews by resource professionals although reviews by park partners and other 

organizations were also included. Respondents also indicated the use of retired teacher 

or key staff members in the review of materials. One respondent indicated that they 

reach out to resource professionals for resources those professionals would recommend 

they use at their organization. Audience feedback, the second category within this 

theme, is most often reported to be done by surveys or evaluation forms. One 

respondent indicated that interaction with visitors, including discussion and questions 

during programs help contribute feedback that is used to improve the quality of 

information included in written resources.  The third category, pilot testing, consisted of 

one proposition from a single respondent. This respondent indicated that volunteers 

with little background knowledge are used as pilot groups to see if concepts are clear 

within written materials. 

VIII. Correlated Questions 

Correlations between responses were calculated at the .01 and the .05 levels of 

significance. Table 4.3 describes the relationships between variables that were 
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significant at the .01 level. The greatest correlation exists between how organizations 

regarded each of the main three components of quality information: information that is 

accurate, balanced, and current. Another strong correlation, with a correlation 

coefficient of above .6, is the relationship between critically evaluating internet 

resources and critically evaluating published resources.  
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Table 4.3  
Significant Correlations at .01 level between Q1 and Q2 

Q1 Q2 Significance 
Correlation 
Coefficient N 

Frequency use of 
citations and 
references 

Importance of including 
citations 

0.000 0.501 50 

Importance of using 
primary resources 

0.001 0.442 50 

Importance of using 
internet resources 

0.003 0.412 50 

Frequency of 
critically 

evaluating 
internet source 

Importance of critically 
evaluating internet 

source 
0.003 0.41 50 

Frequency of updating 
resources  

0.002 0.418 53 

Regard 
Information 

Accuracy 

Regard Balanced 
Information 

0.000 0.732 50 

Regard Current 
Information 

0.000 0.683 50 

Regard Balanced 
Information 

Regard Current 
Information  

0.000 0.719 50 

Importance of 
updating 
resources 

Frequency of updating 
resources  

.009 0.365 50 

Importance of 
using internet 

resource 

Importance of critically 
evaluating internet 

source 
.009 0.367 50 

Importance of 
critically 

evaluating 
internet source 

Importance of critically 
evaluating published 

source 
.000 0.690 50 

Importance of 
distinguishing opinion 

from fact 
0.001 0.453 50 

Importance of 
critically 

evaluating 
published source 

Importance of 
distinguishing opinion 

from fact 
0.009 0.366 50 
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IX. Additional comments 

Respondents were asked if they hand any additional comments. This question 

was coded using the same qualitative methods as other open ended questions but was 

excluded from the main section of qualitative results.  Six themes emerged from these 

responses: 1) lack of resources, 2) lack of quality information, 3) an aspect of quality 

information is not applicable 4) quality information is a useful topic, 5) methods for 

ensuring quality information, and 6) unclear aspects of the survey.  

Within the lack of resources theme there are 3 categories: 1) few written 

materials, 2) need for more money, 3) and no time for additional quality assurance. The 

category of few written materials had one proposition in it stating that the previous 

director did not leave written materials for future staff or volunteers. A need for more 

money was expressed by 4 respondents who indicated they had suffered from budget 

cuts or were not funded well enough to do everything they wanted to do. Three of the 

propositions are cross-referenced with the third category, no time for additional quality 

assurance. These respondents indicated, often in the same sentence, that they felt 

quality assurance was important but logistically there was not enough time and money 

to do this. One respondent said “the reality is that no one has time to read research.” 

The second theme, a lack of quality information, includes 2 categories that 

indicate there is not high quality information at certain nature centers. The first 

category, biased information, includes one proposition which states that the 

organization the respondent works for has an unwritten political agenda that it follows. 
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The second category, quality suffers, includes one proposition from a respondent who 

indicated that, due to being understaffed, quality in all areas at their nature center 

suffers, including the area of education. 

The third theme, an aspect of quality information is not applicable, includes two 

categories: 1) no opinion based topics, and 2) current research is not relevant. The first 

of these categories, no opinion based topics, includes 2 propositions which state either 

that topics covered do not include opinion based information or that most programs are 

exploratory and fact based which implies the lack of opinionated information. The 

second category, current research is not relevant, includes one proposition which states, 

“the use of current research information doesn’t play a huge role in these programs.”  

The fourth theme, information quality is useful, includes one category of the 

same name with 3 propositions from 2 different respondents. Both respondents 

indicated that quality information was important and either said or implied they would 

like to do more with the topic. One of the respondents indicated they thought the topic 

of information quality would make a good breakout session to have at an EE conference.  

Theme five, methods for ensuring quality information, touched back upon the 

main purpose of this study with two categories with one proposition each within them. 

The first category is use of program materials is consistent. The respondent whose 

proposition was included in this category noted that program materials are consistent 

even when staff may vary. The second category is the use of trainings to keep staff 

updated; the title of this category is a summary of the sole proposition within it.  
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Theme six includes one category of the same name: unclear aspects of the 

survey.  There were three main problems expressed by respondents. The first was that 

the term “program sessions” used by the survey was unclear. One respondent 

suggested that the term “contact hours” would have been better because it is already a 

constant. Some respondents expressed difficulty in answering questions related to the 

number of educators they have because of seasonal variability, differing skill levels 

between types of volunteers, or other unspecified reasons. One respondent indicated 

that the terms “resources” and “materials” were confusing and they were unsure 

whether the survey was asking for written or actual equipment.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 Most Wisconsin nature centers involved in this study are taking some steps to 

ensure that information delivered to the public is accurate, balanced, and current. 

However, there seems to be a disconnect between what respondents felt was important 

and what was reported as being practiced at their organization. The importance of staff, 

volunteers, and other professionals was indicated through open responses and 

supported by the literature review in Chapter 2.  These findings, as well as limitations to 

the scope of this study and possible confusing factors within the survey lay a foundation 

for further research into this topic. More research is needed in order to make 

recommendations for what methods may be most effective for nature centers seeking 

to improve the quality of information at their organization.  

I. Discrepancies between Belief and Practice 

Within the survey instrument were paired questions about seven methods for 

ensuring quality information through the use of written resources. For each of these 

seven methods one question asked respondents how important they feel a given 

method was for ensuring accurate, balanced, and current information were delivered to 

their audience and how frequently that method was practiced.  The seven methods are: 

updating resources (Figure 4.13 and Figure 4.14), including citations (Figure 4.3 and 

Figure 4.4), using primary resources (Figure 4.5 and Figure 4.6), using internet resources 

(Figure 4.7 and Figure 4.8), critically evaluating internet resources (Figure 4.9 and Figure 
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4.10), using national guidelines (Chapter 4, section III), and clearly distinguishing 

opinions from facts (Figure 4.11 and Figure 4.12).  

Of these seven methods, there is a significant correlation at the .01 level 

between practice and the importance of four of them: updating resources, including 

citations, using internet resources, and critically evaluating internet resources. For 

clearly distinguishing opinions from facts there was a significant correlation at the .05 

level. These correlations, while significant, are mostly weak. The highest correlation, 

between the frequency of including citations and the importance of including citations, 

is only .501 or 50.1% correlated. 

In all of these, the difference seems to be that the method is practiced less 

frequently than the importance indicated by education supervisors. This suggests that 

education supervisors may feel that a given method is important but are unable to 

practice it as much as they would wish. This is supported by some of the open-ended 

feedback which indicated a lack of time or other resources may be preventing nature 

centers from achieving all of their goals. Additionally, some respondents may have felt 

that a given method was important, but not relevant to their center. In chapter 4, 

section IX, theme 3 found some respondents felt some aspect of quality information did 

not apply to their center. For instance, perhaps a respondent felt clearly distinguishing 

opinion from fact was important, but because their center deals mostly with exploratory 

programs for young children, it isn’t something their organization frequently practices. 



43 
 

An example would be a lesson focused on what an insect is probably does not include 

opinions and likely does not have a disclaimer stating that all information is factual.  

II. The Human Element 

Open ended questions included in the survey instrument yielded methods of 

ensuring quality information that deal with human resources. In two of the three 

relevant open ended questions the following methods emerged: review of materials by 

multiple people, pilot use of resources, audience feedback, and educator expertise/ the 

utilization of experienced staff. Appearing in one of the three relevant questions are the 

following methods:  evaluation by a supervisor, and professional input. While all of 

these methods can be related to written resources, the main focus of these methods are 

the people. 

In chapter 2, section III, personnel policies such as training programs, evaluation 

procedures, and professional development were discussed as methods of ensuring 

quality information. Due to the constraints of this study, personnel policies were not 

focused upon. However, it is clear from the open ended responses, that the expertise of 

staff and volunteers, as well as input from audiences plays a role in how WI nature 

centers ensure they are delivering quality information to the public. More research is 

necessary to understand the scope of human resource use in ensuring quality 

information is delivered to WI audiences. 
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III. Survey Flaws 

While every attempt was made to create an effective survey instrument there 

are a couple of points that may have been confusing and affected survey results. The 

first of these is the use of the term “program sessions.” Several respondents expressed 

confusion about this term and one suggested that the term “contact hours” would have 

been more appropriate. Additional flaws were discovered by the researcher or through 

peer review of results. It should be noted that when comparing the frequency of 

updating resources to the importance of updating resources the question about the 

importance did not specify a time frame, whereas the frequency answers were all 

specific timeframes.  

Although not necessarily a flaw, the placement of questions and layout of the 

survey could have influenced the responses. All of the questions that asked respondents 

to indicate the importance of a given method for ensuring accurate, balanced, and 

current information is delivered to the public were presented under one numbered 

question instead of separate questions as was done with frequency (Appendix B ).  

IV. Foundation for Further Research 

The underlying purpose for this research was to provide a foundation for 

additional research for understanding how nature centers, and likely other EE and I 

organizations, could ensure that quality information is being delivered to the public. The 

ultimate goal for the researcher was to facilitate a study which would be able to identify 

the most effective methods for ensuring quality information is delivered to the public. 
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This study could help nature centers and other organizations use their limited resources 

to maximize the delivery of quality information and help cement their credibility as 

professional organizations. Other studies may be necessary before this ultimate goal 

could be achieved, but the results of this study set a foundation for further research 

through the identification of written resources and guidelines used by WI nature centers 

(Table 4.1 and Table 4.2), identification and perceived importance of written resource 

methods for ensuring quality information used at WI nature centers, and the 

identification of some human resource methods of ensuring quality information.  

There are several topics that could be explored further to expand upon in future 

research. The first, would be to perform a similar exploratory study that focuses on the 

human aspect of quality information assurance. Some methods were identified by this 

study through open-ended responses but none of the survey questions focused on 

human resources or personnel policies. Another possible study could explore the 

discrepancy found between what supervisors believe is important and what is practiced 

at their organization. Is the gap simply due to a lack of time, money, and other resources 

or is there another explanation? Additionally, it would be beneficial to determine how 

frequently accurate, balanced, and current information is delivered to the public at 

different nature centers. If it were possible to identify organizations that regularly 

delivered quality information and others that were not regularly delivering quality 

information it may be possible to compare methods being used to determine effective 

and less effective methods for quality information assurance. A study which could 
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identify the most effective methods of quality assurance would be of great use to nature 

centers and other EE and I organizations.  
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APPENDIX A: IRB APPLICATION 
 

University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 

Protocol for Original Submissions 

A complete protocol must be submitted to the IRB for approval prior to the initiation of any 
investigations involving human subjects or human materials, including studies in the behavioral 
and social sciences. 
 
For all research protocols, please submit the following: 

 1 printed copy with Faculty Mentor and Department Chair signatures of (1) the 
completed protocol; (2) project abstract; and (3) samples of informed consent forms. 
PROTOCOLS LACKING ANY ONE OF THESE THREE ELEMENTS WILL NOT BE 
APPROVED.   

 A second copy of this page, with signatures.   
 Printed materials should be submitted to:  IRB/Grants Office, 204 Old 
Main. 

 Electronic copies of all submission materials (multiple files are acceptable) 
emailed as attachments to Jason R. Davis, IRB chair: jdavis@uwsp.edu AND Sharon 
Courtney, Grants Office: scourtne@uwsp.edu 

 
 

PLEASE TYPE 
Project Title:  Methods for Ensuring Quality Information through Written Materials at Wisconsin Nature 

Centers 
 
Principal Investigator: Sarah Stapley 
 
Department:  College of Natural Resources                                       Rank: Graduate Fellow 
 
Campus Mailing Address: Sarah.M.Stapley@uwsp.edu 
 
Telephone: (302) 530-3305                                             E-mail address: 
Sarah.M.Stapley@uwsp.edu  
 
Faculty Sponsor (if required): Brenda Lackey 
(Faculty sponsor required if investigator is below rank of instructor.) 
 
Expected Starting Date:    June 1, 2014              Expected Completion Date:  August 31, 2014 
 
Are you applying for funding of this research?   Yes                           No   X 
 
If yes, what agency?   
 
Please indicate the categories of subjects to be included in this project.  Please check all that 
apply. 
      X     Normal adult volunteers            Minors (under 18 years of age) 
           Incarcerated individuals            Mentally Disabled 
           Pregnant women             Other                                                (specify)
    
(Faculty Member) I have completed the “Human Subjects Protection Training” (available at 

http://www.uwsp.edu/special/irb/start.htm) and agree to accept responsibility for conducting 

or directing this research in accordance with the guidelines. 
 
 

mailto:jdavis@uwsp.edu
mailto:scourtne@uwsp.edu
http://www.uwsp.edu/special/irb/start.htm
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 (Signature of Faculty Member responsible for research) 
 
(Department Chair or equivalent) I have reviewed this research proposal and, to the best of 
my knowledge, believe that it meets the ethical standards of the discipline. 
 
 
(Signature of Department Chair or equivalent) 
 
   ****************************** Do not write below this line – for IRB use only 
****************************** 
 
IRB approval________________________________________________   
Date____________________ 
                                  (Signature of IRB Chair) 

Approval for this research expires one year from the above date. 
If research is not completed by this date, a request for continuation must be filed 
and approved before continuing.      Revised form: 

September 2010 
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Proposal Abstract 
 

Write a brief description of the purpose of the proposed research project.  (100-200 words) 
 

In recent years Environmental Education (EE) experts and organizations have 
called for a professionalization of the field. Guidelines in program development, 
education resources, and educator competencies have been established by multiple 
professional organizations. One aspect of professionalism is providing quality 
information. Quality information is defined by this study as information that is 
accurate, balanced, and current. Publications currently provided by professional EE 
and Interpretation organizations refer to what environmental educators should be 
able to do (provide accurate, balanced, and current information) but not how to 
make these abilities a reality. This study will use an electronic survey to determine 
what written materials methods are being used in Wisconsin to ensure educators are 
providing quality information to the public. The survey will also assess the perceived 
effectiveness of these methods in order to determine which methods are deserving of 
further study and to, if possible, make recommendations for improving information 
quality. The ultimate purpose of this study is to provide practical knowledge that will 
benefit nature center staff and the field of environmental education. 

 
Please complete the following questions for all research. 
 
1. Describe the characteristics of the subjects, including gender, age ranges, ethnic 

background, health/treatment status and approximate number. 
 
Subjects will be direct supervisors of education programming given at nature centers in 
Wisconsin. Subjects could be of any gender, adult age, ethnic background, and health status. 
However, because of the position they hold they are likely to be able bodied adults above the 
age of 21. Approximately 100-150 people will be contacted.  
 
 
 
 
2. Indicate how and where your subjects will be obtained.  Describe the method you will use to 

contact subjects. 
 
Subjects will be identified by the organization they work for. Wisconsin nature centers have been 
identified by the 2014 2014 Inventory of Environmental Education Organizations in Wisconsin. 
This list was created by the UW-Extension and the Wisconsin Center for Environmental 
Education. Staff members that are directly in charge of educational programming will be 
identified from their organization’s website or by phone if the information is not present online. 
Subjects will then be contacted via email, or phone for follow-up contact, to participate in the 
survey. 
 
 
 
 
3. What are you going to ask your subjects to do (be explicit) and where will your interaction 

with the subjects take place? 
Subjects will be filling out a survey online using the website survey monkey. The survey will ask 
subjects about methods their nature center uses to ensure that accurate, balanced, and current 
information is included in printed materials provided by their organization. The survey will ask 
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close-ended questions about accepted practices endorsed by resources published by national 
organizations such as the North American Association for Environmental Education, the National 
Association for Interpretation, and the National Park Service. The survey will also include open-
ended questions that allow subjects to provide additional information. 
 
 
4.  Will deception be used in gathering data?  Yes              No   X 
      If yes, describe and justify. 
 
 
 
5.  Are there any risks to subjects?   Yes                 No      X 
     If yes, describe the risks (consider physical, psychological, social, economic, and legal risks) 
and include this  
     description on the informed consent form. 
 
 
 
6.     What safeguards will be provided for subjects in case of harm or distress?  (Examples of 
safeguards include having a counselor/therapist on call, an emergency plan in place for seeking 
medical assistance, assuring editorial rights to data prior to publication or release where 
appropriate.) 
 
Subjects will be informed that their responses are confidential and that they will not be identified, 
personally or by organization, when the results of the study are made public. The purpose of the 
study is to identify trends, not to call attention to any specific nature centers. Subjects will be fully 
informed of the intent and purpose of this study. Contact information will be provided so that 
subjects can contact me if they have any questions or concerns. Additionally, they will be 
provided with contact information for the chair of the Institutional Review Board for the Protection 
of Human Subjects at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point in case they have any 
complaints.  

 
 
 
7.  What are the benefits of participation/involvement in this research to subjects?  (Examples 
include obtaining knowledge of discipline, experiencing research in a discipline, obtaining course 
credit, getting paid, or contributing to general welfare/knowledge.)   Be sure to include this 
description on the informed consent form. 
 
All participating organizations will be sent a report highlighting the results of this study, as well as 
a literature review that consolidates pertinent standards and suggestions for improving 
information quality at environmental organizations. This report could be a valuable resource for 
Wisconsin nature centers who wish to improve the quality of information given to the public 
through their programs. 
 
 
8.  Will this research involve conducting surveys or interviews?  Yes     X                No  
      If yes, please attach copies of all instruments or include a list of interview questions. 
 
 
9. If electronic equipment is used with subjects, it is the investigator’s responsibility to 

determine that it is safe, either by virtue of his or her own experience or through consultation 
with qualified technical personnel.  The investigator is further responsible for carrying out 
continuing safety checks, as appropriate, during the course of the research.  If electronic 
equipment is used, have appropriate measures been taken to ensure safety?   Yes      X             
No  
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The only electronic equipment being used would be the subjects’ own work or personal 
computers and the survey monkey website. Based on personal experience taking surveys 
through survey monkey, as well as administering them, this process should not expose subjects 
to any risks.  
 
 
10. During this research, what precautions will be taken to protect the identity of subjects and 

the confidentiality of the data?    
 
Data collected from this study will not be used to identify individuals or their organizations, 
although subjects will be asked to identify themselves for follow up purposes. This information 
will only be used to send respondents the results of the study and to follow up with non-
respondents. Data will be password protected and no information that could identify a person or 
organization will be published. 

 
 
  
11. Where will the data be kept throughout the course of the study?  What provisions will be 

taken to keep it confidential or safe? 
 
Data will be kept electronically and password protected. My adviser, Dr. Brenda Lackey, and I 
will be the only people with access to the data. 
 
 
 
12. Describe the intended use of the data by yourself and others.   
 
The data will be used by me, under the guidance of my adviser, to determine what methods 
concerning written materials are used by Wisconsin nature centers to ensure quality information 
is delivered to the public. Data will also be examined to determine trends in perceived 
effectiveness of identified methods. The purpose would be to determine not only what methods 
are being used, but which are regarded as most and least effective. This data would be then 
used to create a report which summarizes the results and could be used by nature centers to 
improve the quality of information they deliver to the public. No individuals or organizations will 
be directly or indirectly identified in this report. 
 
 
13. Will the results of the study be published or presented in a public or professional setting?    
       Yes        X             No  
       If yes, what precautions will be taken to protect the identity of your participants?  State 
whether or not 
       subjects will be identifiable directly or through identifying information linked to the 
subjects. 
 
Subjects will not be identifiable directly. The only identifying information that will be made public 
is that subjects supervisors of education staff at Wisconsin nature centers. The data will be used 
to identify trends and general opinions, not the actions of individuals or their organizations. 
 
 
14. State how and where you will store the data upon completion of your study as well as who 

will have access to it?  What will be done with audio/video data upon completion of the 
study? 

 
Data that is not included in the final report will be destroyed, along with the original survey forms. 
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The final report will be made public, but no identifying information will be included beyond the 
knowledge that subjects were employees of Wisconsin nature centers. There will be no 
audio/video data. 
 
A completed protocol must include a copy of the Informed Consent Form or a statement as why individual 
consent forms will not be used.        
   Revised form: January 2001 
 

 
5/7/2015 IRB Submission 
https://email.uwsp.edu/owa/?ae=Item&t=IPM.Note&id=RgAAAADXAvfTlandQqziDEkRBj7IB
wB6QIKohLvRQLZlRiTzgsRUAAAAgNcOAAB6QIKohLvRQLZlRi… 1/1 
 
IRB Submission 
Courtney, Sharon 
Sent:Friday, May 02, 2014 4:06 PM 
To: Stapley, Sarah M 
Cc: Lackey, Brenda; Davis, Jason 
 

Sarah, 

Your research protocol titled "Methods for Ensuring Quality Information through Written 
Materials at Wisconsin Nature Centers” has been approved by the IRB and you are free to start 
your research effective this date. 

In addition, your protocol has been approved with "Exempt" status.  This means that you may 
continue to conduct this research for longer than 12 months without the yearly renewal 
requirement as long as your procedures do not appreciably change. 

A signed copy of your research protocol is being sent via campus mail to you for your files. 

Good luck with your research. 
  

Sharon Courtney 

Internal Grant Program Associate 
Grant Support Services Office 
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
Room 204, Old Main 
Stevens Point, WI 54481 
Phone: (715) 346-3799 
Fax: (715) 346-4132 
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

 
 
 
  



58 
 

 
  



59 
 

 
  



60 
 

 
  



61 
 

 
  



62 
 

 
  



63 
 

 
  



64 
 

 


