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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
● “Urban Environmental Education” was an 8-week online course offered by the Cornell 

University Civic Ecology Lab from April 10 to June 4, 2017. 
● 559 people from 38 countries signed up for the course. 
● 396 people completed the basic part of the course (6 weeks), and received the Achievement 

certificate. The completion rate (71%) is high for large online non-credit courses. 
● 202 people completed the advanced part of the course (2 additional weeks) by developing 

lesson plans for urban environmental education programs and received the Expert 
certificate. Selected lesson plans have been compiled and provide a resource for 
environmental educators. 

● Funding from Alibaba Foundation helped us to attract 294 course participants from China, 
thus helping strengthen environmental education in China. 

● In addition to required assignments on discussion boards, participants wrote thousands of 
posts on social media, demonstrating their interest in social learning and exchanging ideas 
and resources with peers. 

● The course materials included 25 chapters from “Urban Environmental Education Review” 
published by Cornell University Press in 2017, and 25 video lectures recorded by 
prominent environmental education researchers and experts. 

● Course participants expressed interest in climate change education and foundations of 
environmental education, which are the subject of future online courses offered by Cornell 
University Civic Ecology Lab.  
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BACKGROUND 
Urban environmental education includes learning practices that foster individual and community 
well-being and environmental quality in cities. Similar to how cities are innovation hubs, urban 
environmental education develops new approaches to teaching about the environment and 
contributing to its sustainability. To help environmental educators working in cities, Cornell 
University Civic Ecology Lab (http://civicecology.org) conducted the 8-week “Urban 
Environmental Education” online course from April 10 to June 4, 2017. The course was supported 
by Alibaba Foundation, US EPA, and student course fees. After providing a description of the 
course elements, we report on course participants, course design and pedagogical approaches, 
learning materials, student final projects, and outcomes. Finally, we reflect on the course’s ability 
to address the Civic Ecology Lab’s three guiding principles for online learning related to 
environmental topics. 

INSTRUCTORS 

               

The course was taught by three course instructors from Cornell University Civic Ecology Lab: 

● Alex Kudryavtsev, Ph.D., Online course instructor, Cornell University, 
● Yue Li, PhD, Post-doc, Cornell University, and 
● Marianne E. Krasny, Ph.D., Professor, Cornell University. 

 

The course instructors have developed and taught multiple online courses related to environmental 
education as well as workshops and other forms of professional development. They also conduct 
research and publish articles about learning and networking among environmental educators 
including in online courses and face-to-face programs. 
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COURSE TOPICS 
Week 1 Introduction 
 
Week 2 Urban Context 

• Advancing urbanization 
• Sustainable cities 
• Four Asian Tigers 
• Cities as classrooms 

Week 3 Theoretical Underpinnings 
• Environmental justice 
• Sense of place 
• Climate change education 
• Social assets 
• Environmental governance 

Week 4 Educational Settings 
• Non-formal settings 
• Community environmental education  
• School partnerships 
• Sustainable campuses 

 
Week 5 Participants 

• Early childhood education 
• Positive youth development 
• Adult education 
• Inclusive education 

Week 6 Education Approaches  
• Cities as classrooms 
• Environmental art 
• Adventure education 
• Urban agriculture 
• Ecological restoration 
• Green infrastructure 
• Urban digital storytelling 
• Participatory urban planning 

Week 7 Course Project 

Week 8 Course Project Sharing 
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CHINESE TEACHING ASSISTANTS  
Chinese teaching assistants translated and summarized course materials, helped participants 
understand course discussions and complete weekly assignments, implemented pre/post course 
evaluation surveys, and supported environmental education social media groups using WeChat and 
WeiBo. Teaching assistants also held local meetups for students. The social media groups and 
other communications have remained active after the course ended. 

● Reading summaries: Lingdi Tan, Wenhui Qiu, Yan Zhu and Mi Yan 
● Social media and study group coordinator: Yueyang Yu 
● Chinese subtitle translation: Vanessa Lu 
● Chinese subtitle proofreading: Yue Li and Yan Zhu 
● Chinese subtitle editing: Beifan (Kiki) Li 
● Chinese lesson plans review: Lingdi Tan, Wenhui Qiu, Mi Yan and Xue Dong 
● Course platform helpdesk: Herr Fan 

FEES AND FUNDING 
We used a hybrid funding model combining student fees and government and foundation funding. 
This enabled us to offer the same course and related services to any student regardless of their 
ability to pay. 

Course participants had three payment options: 

● The normal course fee was $50. About two-thirds of participants chose this option. 
● Course participants could sponsor other educators who were unable to pay the course fee 

by paying $100. Eight participants chose this option. 
● Course participants who were not able to pay could sign up for free. About one-third of 

participants chose this option. 
 
Course development was funded by the US EPA, whereas Alibaba Foundation provided funds for 
teaching the course in China and for the course fee for 100 Chinese students. 

Course expenses included instructor salary for course development, teaching, and facilitating social 
media; stipends for Chinese teaching assistants; licensing fee for course textbook; and fees paid to 
eCornell for hosting the course platform, technical support, processing course registration and fees, 
and issuing certificates (http://ecornell.com). 
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PARTICIPANTS 
Starting in March 2017, we posted course announcements on the Civic Ecology Lab website and 
social media and sent announcements to colleagues and to participants of our previous online 
courses. Announcements also were made through environmental education organization and 
professional association websites and newsletters in multiple countries. WeChat announcements 
were sent out through Cornell Civic Ecology Lab official account, Alibaba Foundation, and the 
Chinese non-profit Youth Lead.  

 
Course	flyer	in	English,	disseminated	via	email	and	social	media.	

Cornell University New Online Course � April 10–June 4, 2017 

Urban Environmental Education 
CORNELL UNIVERSITY CIVIC ECOLOGY LAB 
Facilitators: Alex Kudryavtsev, Yue Li, Marianne Krasny 
Syllabus: https://civicecology.org/course-UEE 

This course is based on the Urban Environmental Education Review textbook 
http://tinyurl.com/UEERbook. It covers learning in urban environments, inspiring educational 
programs from cities around the world, and applications for developing and improving your 
own environmental education programs. Learn from video lectures and readings. Exchange 
ideas with other course participants and facilitators. Earn a Cornell Achievement Certificate 
after 6 weeks and a Cornell Expert Certificate if you also submit a course project during 
additional two weeks. Participants with any level of experience and from any country welcome. 

Cost: $50. As part of our commitment to making our online courses available to anyone anywhere, 
and to creating a rich global online learning community, those without the ability to pay can sign 
up for free. We also offer participants a $100 registration fee option to anonymously sponsor a 
student who is unable to pay. Course includes free access to 25 textbook chapters. Register by 
April 9th! 

      Environmental Education for Sustainable, Just, and Livable Cities _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Enroll yourself ($50): www.ecornell.com/UEE 
Enroll yourself and sponsor another student ($100): www.ecornell.com/UEESponsor 

If you are unable to pay . 
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Course announcement in Chinese. 

559 participants from 38 countries enrolled in the course. Countries represented included: 
Afghanistan, Australia, Bangladesh, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China (including China mainland, Hong 
Kong and Taiwan), Colombia, Denmark, Ecuador, Germany, Ghana, Greece, Hungary, India, Iran, 
Jamaica, Japan, Jordan, Malaysia, Mexico, Montserrat, Myanmar, Netherlands, Norway, Pakistan, 
Panama, Portugal, Russia, Singapore, South Africa, Spain, South Korea, Sweden, Uganda, United 
Kingdom, United States, and Uruguay. 

 
Course	participants	represented	38	countries.	

The largest number of participants were from China (294, including 7 from Hong and 5 from 
Taiwan) and the United States (154). A high number of Chinese participants can be explained by 
the large interest in and demand for environmental education training in China and by funding from 
the Alibaba Foundation, which paid the course fee for 100 Chinese participants. 
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Number	of	course	participants	from	different	countries.	

Participants represented various types of organizations, including universities; NGOs, non-profit 
organizations, and community-based organizations; nonformal education centers; private industry; 
government; and K-12 schools.  

 
Types	of	organizations	where	course	participants	work	or	study.	

The mean age of participants was 30 years, with 78% females and 22% males. 
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COURSE DESIGN 
EDUCATIONAL APPROACHES 
The course pedagogy was designed around the following three principles, which are based on 
educational research and on our previous experience developing and teaching online courses.  

1. Learning is social. We learn effectively within the social context, by exchanging 
perspectives and constructing knowledge collaboratively. The course provided rich 
opportunities for networking and peer-to-peer learning through the use of discussion 
boards, social media, email exchange, face-to-face meetings, and weekly real-time 
webinars. 
 

Course	participants	meet	in	person	in	Beijing	(left)	and	Hangzhou	(right).	Photo:	Yue	Li.	

2. Project-based and applied learning. Participants benefit by building from simple 
foundational ideas to deeper research-based and practical knowledge, by applying 
knowledge to the course project, and by adapting course ideas to their current or future 
environmental education programs. 
 

3. Multiple-level learning objectives. Course materials and assignments help course 
participants reflect on their own learning goals, generate new ideas, and critically explore 
research and practice. The course offered a variety of learning materials to choose from 
and to meet needs of diverse course participants. 
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ONLINE PLATFORM 
We used the Canvas course management system, which was made available to us through eCornell. 
Unfortunately, a sizable number of Chinese students encountered difficulties in accessing Canvas, 
which we think is due to partial blocking of Canvas in China. Instructor Yue Li and Chinese 
teaching assistants developed “work-arounds” to make the materials available to Chinese students.  

 
Course	homepage.	

Course materials included 25 PDF book chapters and 25 related video lectures. Participants were 
required to post weekly reflections on the Canvas discussion board to receive a certificate and had 
the option of also participating in more open-ended discussions on social media (WeChat and 
Facebook). For the final project, participants designed a one-page “lesson plan” for urban 
environmental education programs based on ideas that they learned in the course. 
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Example	materials	and	assignments	on	the	course	website	(week	2).	(UEER	refers	to	the	course	textbook,	
Urban	Environmental	Education	Review.)	

COURSE BOOK 
The course was based on chapters from “Urban Environmental Education Review” published by 
Cornell University Press in 2017: http://cornellpress.cornell.edu/book/?GCOI=80140100988800 

The 30 book chapters were written by 82 professors and experts in the field of environmental 
education, including authors from mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Greece, UK, 
US, and other countries. 

We shared the following book chapters as PDF files through a licensing agreement with Cornell 
University Press: (1) Advancing urbanization, (2) Sustainable Cities, (3) Four Asian Tigers, 
(4) Cities as opportunities, (5) Environmental justice, (6) Sense of place, (7) Climate change 
education, (8) Community assets, (9) Environmental governance, (10) Nonformal educational 
settings, (11) Community environmental education, (12) School partnerships, (13) Sustainable 
campuses, (14) Early childhood, (15) Positive youth development, (16) Adult education, 
(17) Inclusive education, (18) Cities as classrooms, (19) Environmental arts, (20) Adventure 
education, (21) Urban agriculture, (22) Ecological restoration, (23) Green infrastructure, 
(24) Urban digital storytelling, and (25) Participatory urban planning. 
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Cover	of	the	“Urban	Environmental	Education	Review”	course	book,	and	its	three	broad	themes.	

VIDEO LECTURES 
Chapter authors recorded video lectures to accompany the readings. We uploaded the lectures to 
Canvas, YouTube (http://goo.gl/Mdhm0p), and the Chinese Youku (http://i.youku.com/cornellcel) 
platform with subtitles in Chinese. 

 
Example	course	lecture	on	YouTube.	

Place 
地方 

Participation 
参与 

Partnership 
合作关系 
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Example	course	lectures	on	a	Chinese	online	platform.	

Course instructors recorded weekly updates related to current assignments, discussions, and course 
announcements. Examples of weekly update videos: 

● Yue Li: https://youtu.be/D9Jg0FQ9F-0 
● Marianne Krasny: https://youtu.be/KfMu8DqGb58 
● Alex Kudryavtsev: https://youtu.be/FWAk3K3kxmc, https://youtu.be/-UFjVUjakS4 

   
Course	instructors	presenting	weekly	updates.	

CHINESE AUDIO GUIDE 
Chinese teaching assistants summarized each reading in an audio file. The audio files are posted on 
a Chinese website (http://www.ximalaya.com/79172268/album/7706320). 

 



 

16 

 
Audio	summaries	in	Chinese.	

CERTIFICATES 
We offered two certificates: Achievement certificate for students who completed the basic course 
(6 weeks) and Expert certificate for students who completed the basic course and completed the 
final project (develop a lesson plan). Course certificates were made available to participants as PDF 
files and can be used as proof of professional development. 

   
Achievement	certificate	and	Expert	certificate.	
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Chinese	participants	in	Beijing	(top	left),	Shanghai	(top	right),	Hangzhou	(bottom	left)	and	Xi’an	(bottom	
right)	showing	their	course	certificates.	Photos	are	used	with	permission.	

 

STUDENT LEARNING 
DISCUSSION BOARDS 
The course included six weekly discussion boards related to the six weekly topics: introduction, 
urban context, educational settings, theoretical underpinnings, participants, and educational 
approaches. The discussion question was the same each week: “In 2-3 sentences: Name and describe 
ideas from this week’s materials that resonate with your current work, and ideas that diverge from your 
current work.” Many reflections posted on the discussion board received multiple replies from other 
course participants. In total, course participants posted 4386 reflections and replies during the 
course. Course instructors read and responded to posts to provide feedback for participants. 
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Example	posts	on	the	discussion	board.	

SOCIAL MEDIA 
This course used social media closed groups (WeChat and Facebook) to facilitate participants 
forming connections with each other, foster exchange of ideas, generate new ideas, and share 
participants’ experiences relevant to urban environmental education. Participation in social media 
was encouraged but optional, given some students’ discomfort with social media. WeChat was 
used because Facebook is not available in China and to encourage discussion among Chinese 
participants with limited English.  

The course WeChat group included 296 participants. WeChat facilitators encouraged conversations 
to help Chinese participants better understand course materials and apply them to their settings. 
Instructors used WeChat for course announcements, troubleshooting, inspiration, guidance, and 
updates. Participants used the group to share ongoing environmental activities (e.g., photos from 
volunteer events), discuss difficult ideas (e.g., environmental ethics in cities), exchange course 
project lesson plans, and share other ideas on urban environmental education in China and 
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elsewhere. In addition, Chinese teaching assistants helped participants summarize and understand 
English course materials. 

 
Example	posts	on	WeChat.	

The course Facebook group included 297 participants. This group was used to help course 
participants introduce themselves, network, and share relevant experiences and information by 
posting text, photos, videos, and links to other websites. Course instructors organized several 
threads to exchange ideas about specific topics such as software/apps that can be used in urban 
environmental education programs. 
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Example	discussions	on	Facebook.	

WEBINARS 
Instructors conducted weekly webinars using the Zoom platform to involve participants in 
discussion of environmental education topics (e.g., sense of place), help participants understand 
course materials, and provide an opportunity for students to interact with instructors. Webinars 
were conducted at two different times each week to accommodate students living in different times 
zones. Of the approximately 45 participants in the webinars each week, the majority were Chinese. 

 
Screenshot	from	a	webinar	conducted	on	the	Zoom	platform.	

COMMUNITY GROUPS 
We encouraged teaching assistants and volunteer course participants to form local community 
groups for course participants to discuss course materials with peers. For example, groups in 
Beijing, Shanghai and Hangzhou conducted weekly meetings and organized visits to environmental 
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education and environmental stewardship sites in cities and outside of cities. For list of community 
groups, see this webpage (https://civicecology.org/course-uee/#4). 

   
Left	photo:	Participants	of	the	Beijing	study	group	collaborated	on	designing	educational	games.	Right	
photo:	Participants	of	Beijing	study	group	visited	Daqinghe	Wildlife	Rescue	Station	and	helped	an	
ornithologist	from	Beijing	Normal	University	band	birds.	Photos	are	used	with	permission.	

Community groups that could not meet in person used Facebook to strengthen their professional 
networks and discuss how course materials and research findings can be applied to their settings. 
Examples include the “Latin group for urban environmental education” 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/1825803201074438) and “UEE Midwest Environmental 
Educators” in the US (https://www.facebook.com/groups/1951752718389125). 

COURSE PROJECTS 
The goal of course project was to help participants reflect on the course materials and put ideas 
from this course into practice. 202 students developed one-page lesson plans describing current or 
future urban environmental education programs that would be adaptable for different cities. 
Chinese participants had a choice to submit their lesson plans in English, Chinese, or both 
languages. Selected lesson plans are posted on the Civic Ecology website 
(http://www.civicecology.org) and will be shared in future online courses and workshops and 
through social media. 
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Example	lesson	plans.	

Nurturing Children' s Urban Ecological Place Meaning 

Keiko Takahashi, ESD Research Center at Rikkyo University, Tokyo, Japan 

This project is developed for the Urban Environmental Education course, Cornell University Civic Ecology Lab, April-June 2017 

Day 1 Learning how to enjoy nature 
and creatures in the local place 

Learning Goals: 

･To feel, enjoy and discover urban nature  

･To cultivate ability to comprehensively judge nature  

･To nurture ecological place meaning 
･To disseminate learning outcome to others 

Intended Audience: 3rd graders and up, maximum 20 people 

Duration: 3 days and presentation day (Exhibition etc.) 

Venue: school and green spaces (e.g.: parks) 

*Time: 1.5 hours 

*Materials: pencils, colored pencils, papers, magnifying    

   lens, local plants and animals for sketching 

To implement this program,  it is recommended that you work with the following persons.  

1. A Person who knows well about plants and animals in your target local place 

2. A Person who can tell charms of creatures and express them into pictures and sketches etc. 

3. Local people, who knows well about green spaces or greening activities in the target place 

4. Creators, who can help expressing children's ideas into various environmental art form 

Presenting their outcome at 
local community event 

(1) Introduce interesting creatures’ charms and    

     their life with photos, videos, books etc. 

(2) Introduce how to observe plants and animals  

     and tell how to sketch them. 

(3) Show some local plants and animals to children 

      and let them choose a favorite one for 

      sketching. 

(4) Let children sketch the selected plant or animal. 

(5) Share and talk about their works. 

Day 2 

Day 3 
Day 3 
Day 4 

Making species map in the local 
place 

(1) Divide children into 5 groups. 
(2) Tell how to observe and take plants and 

animals pictures. 
(3) Explain how to make a creatures map and 

some rules for walking outside. 
(4) Walk around the local place, take creatures’ 

photos, mark the discovery point and write 
discovered creatures’ name and characters. 

(5) After sharing their maps with one another, 
write their findings on a big sized map with 
pictures and drawing etc. 

(6) Present their maps to other groups and share 
positive feedbacks with children. 

*Time: one day (9:30-15:00, including lunch break) 
*Materials: pencils, clipboards, five digital cameras,   
  printers for printing the photos, computer, maps of  
  the local area, visual dictionaries of animals/plants 

Experiencing and learning local 
greening activities 

(1) Give a local map to children and explain about 
places where children will visit. 

(2) Visit some local greening activity places and 
explain about the activity. 

(3) Make a note about the activity and take 
pictures of the activity places. 

(4) Experience planting local species at the 
greening places. 

(5) Talk about their findings and share what they 
have learned from 3 days program. 

(6) Introduce ideas and ways for presenting their 
findings to local people. (e.g.: painting, 
sketching, craftwork, making report etc.) 

(1) According the feedbacks, let children improve 
their works. Ways of the presentation depends 
on children’s preferences. 

(2) Give a certificate of this program to the 
participated children. 

*Time: one day (9:30-15:00, including lunch break) 
*Materials: pencils, colored pencils, clipboards, five   
   digital cameras, computer, maps of the local area,   
   visual dictionaries of animals/plants, watercolors etc. 

*Time: 2 hours 
*Community event should be planned and prepared  
   before the whole program starts. 
*Works from day 1 and 2 can be exhibited too. 

(7) Let children decide what and how to   
        disseminate their findings to local people. 
(8) Let children create their own presentation 

works using such as environmental art etc.  
(9) Share the works with children and give positive  
        feedbacks and advice to them. 

[Day 4] 
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COURSE OUTCOMES 
GRADUATION RATE 
The course demonstrated high graduation rates compared to other large online, non-credit courses. 
The post-course survey also demonstrated that the majority of participants gained new ideas from 
this course and intend to apply them to their future practice or career. 

Out of 559 enrolled students, 396 (71%) received the Achievement certificate, including 294 
Chinese students; and 202 (36%) received the optional Expert certificate, including 111 Chinese 
students. The Achievement certificate required completing all weekly assignments; the Expert 
certificate required completing all weekly assignments and the course project (urban environmental 
education lesson plan). 

Graduation	rates.	

We attribute the high graduation rate an intense demand and interest in this course among 
participants and appropriate course design and learning environment. In China, the US, and other 
countries, environmental educators and those with environmental interests often live in cities and 
look for ways to incorporate environmental activities and education in their nearby environment. 
Course elements that also may have contributed to high graduation rate: a feeling of belonging in 
the course created through use of social media for getting to know other students and the 
instructors and for informal discussions of course-related ideas; weekly webinars enabling informal 
interaction with instructors; teaching assistants and community leaders who helped Chinese and 
other students to understand course materials; use of various materials to support different learning 
styles (video, readings, discussions, asynchronous and synchronous online communication); 
instructors available to answer questions and encourage students; and exchange of ideas and 
practices among course participants on discussion boards. 
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SURVEY RESULTS 
To evaluate the preliminary impact of the course on participants’ environmental education 
programs and careers, we conducted post-course surveys of participants. In one survey question, (n 
= 326) participants rated how much they learned from various course materials and activities (from 
1 = not at all, to 10 = a lot). Responses demonstrate that participants learned from all listed course 
components, especially book chapters that were available online and video lectures based on these 
chapters. One explanation for why the course social media and discussion board related relatively 
lower may be that participants did not equate their interaction with other students as “learning” per 
se. The fact that social media ranked higher than the discussion board may be due to the ease of use 
and interacting with other participants on popular social media as compared to an online course 
discussion board, which are largely designed around inputting answers to course assignments and 
tend to be “clunky” platforms for learning from others. In addition, all students entered their 
assignments onto the same discussion board making it harder to find individual student responses. 
In the future, we may divide large courses into smaller discussion board sections (e.g., of 25 
students). 

 

The overwhelming majority of the post-course survey respondents (96%) agreed that they gained 
new ideas from this course, demonstrating that the course has broadened participants’ perspectives 
on environmental education. One possibility is that participants were not aware of how 
environmental education can be conducted in cities and thus gained new ideas about practices. It is 
also possible that the more abstract constructs, like sense of place or environmental justice, were 
new to the students.  
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While it is early to evaluate the long-term impact of the course on participants’ environmental 
education programs or career, the post-course survey suggests that by the last week of the course 
62% of the course participants had already put ideas from this course into use. 

 

Finally, nearly all post-course survey respondents (99%) said they were going to use ideas from 
this course in the future. 

 

While the post-course survey indicates that this course potentially had a significant impact on 
participants’ environmental education programs and career, a post-post survey (e.g., one year after 
the course) will give us more insight into the long-term impacts of this course. 

The post-course survey also explored the connections that participants made among each other 
(i.e., by listing other course participants with whom each course participant established 
communication during the course to share information and resources). Results of this investigation 
on the impact of the course on professional networking will be available in the future. 
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COURSE PARTICIPANT QUOTES 
In open ended questions on the post-course survey, participants’ commented about the value of the 
course. 

“Thank you for opening this course, which gives me the opportunity to learn a lot about the 
environment. And can communicate with people from all over the world. I am a college student and 
I have benefited greatly in this course.” — course participant, China 

“This course has truly surpassed all my expectations! You have offered a wholesome, deeply 
inspiring and interesting collection of topics that have also been universally relatable, relevant and 
accessible. I genuinely feel that these learnings will have a profound impact on my work from here 
on.” — course participant, Netherlands 

“I just wanted to say THANK YOU so much for letting us participate in this amazing course, we 
appreciate it so much! I have learnt so much, and I know so have my colleagues. It has literally 
changed the way I think and wish to approach environmental education, so thank you!” — course 
participant, USA 

“Thanks so much for all the wonderful materials and resources you have prepared for us! I feel 
really grateful for everyone I have met through this course. This course has already been a 
benchmark of my life that I have gained a clearer view of what I am going to do, who I am going to 
work with and where I am going to stay in the near future. I am more confident and ready for 
fulfilling my dreams!” — course participant, China 

“One of the things I was most excited about was being able to communicate and hear about 
projects from all over the world in addition to those geographically close to me that I didn't 
previously know about.” — course participant, USA 

“I found all provided chapters helpful and interesting and the accompanying videos helped 
introduce or reinforce the content.” — course participant, USA 

“The amount of information I received this past month has been invaluable. Your webinars were 
my favorite part of this course. I hope you have more courses like this soon.” — course participant, 
USA 

“Thank you so much for creating this course - it has brought together some amazing knowledge, 
inspiring experts and a basis of a global network. An excellent initiative!” — course participant, 
UK 

“I really enjoyed the materials offered in this course, and communicating with the many wonderful 
people around the world. I look forward to taking another course with all of you again!” — course 
participant, USA 

“I just want to say that this course was phenomenal” — course participant, USA 

SUMMARY AND LESSONS LEARNED 
The Civic Ecology Lab online courses are designed with three principles in mind: equity, social 
learning for sustainability, and action for the public good. Here we reflect on how the Urban 
Environmental Education online course addressed these principles. 
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EQUITY 
Whereas the Cornell Civic Ecology Lab has offered multiple online courses for free, the Urban 
Environmental Education online course was our first experiment with charging students for online 
professional development. Students unable to pay the course fee sent an email request for a waiver 
of the course fee to our eCornell helpdesk and were admitted to the course for free. While realizing 
some students who could pay may choose to request a course fee waiver, we did not ask for 
detailed information for two reasons: (1) we do not want to create hurdles for students unable to 
pay as these students may have little other access to online professional development (e.g., students 
in Afghanistan and other developing countries); (2) we felt our time was better spent increasing the 
overall number of students (and thus the number of paying students), rather than questioning 
students who said they could not pay. We learned that given the option not to pay, two-thirds of the 
students paid the course fee. Whereas only a small minority (8 students) sponsored another student 
by paying double the course fee, this option seems worth maintaining in future courses perhaps 
with more recognition of the generosity of sponsoring students. 

SOCIAL LEARNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
Environmental education, like other sustainability endeavors, cannot claim one best practice and 
much of the knowledge on what works is held by environmental educators working in the field. In 
addition, as described in the literature on social innovation, new practices can emerge through 
exchange of ideas among diverse groups of practicing environmental educators and scholars. For 
this reason, our online courses have a strong focus on social networking and exchange of ideas, as 
evidenced by the active social media groups in the Urban Environmental Education course. We 
have continued the Chinese urban environmental education WeChat group, which as of August 
2017 had 296 participants. This and other active social media forums for exchanging ideas, and the 
compilation of lesson plans submitted by course participants into an open access PDF, are 
examples of resources that enable ongoing sharing of ideas and practices; the forum and lesson 
plans also can be considered as social innovations to address urban environmental education that 
emerged from exchange among participants in the course. 

ACTION FOR THE PUBLIC GOOD 
Under the leadership of Dr. Yue Li, the Civic Ecology Lab is launching a research project to 
investigate the longer-term impact of our online courses on participants’ educational and 
environmental stewardship practices. We consider education and stewardship potential actions for 
the public good that our students engage in. Evidence that this may be occurring comes from the 
post survey, in which Urban Environmental Education students indicated they were already 
applying what they had learned and intended to incorporate their learning into future practices, and 
from the participants’ lesson plans in which they describe their urban environmental education 
practices. 


