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The Case for an Executive Order on Environmental Literacy

Executive Summary
Federal support for environmental education in both policy and funding is woefully inadequate and reaches only a relatively small portion of the nation’s population. The U.S. Department of Education, the agency responsible for coordinating federal education programs, promoting student achievement, and ensuring our global competitiveness, has been “mostly absent”1 from environmental education. The United States ranks near the bottom of other developed nations with respect to the environmental literacy of our students. The consequence is an American public fundamentally unprepared for the environmental and energy challenges and economic opportunities of our times. In his 2011 State of the Union message, President Barack Obama noted: “…if we want to win the future—if we want innovation to produce jobs in America and not overseas—then we also have to win the race to educate our kids.” Environmental literacy is an important part of winning that race. An environmental literacy executive order would help to: 
· Advance the environmental literacy and job skills of the American public by making them priorities in the Administration’s policy agenda; 
· Advance the Administration’s STEM (science, technology, engineering, and  math) education, student achievement, and environmental stewardship goals; 
· Ensure that environmental literacy is incorporated as a priority part of Federal agencies’ missions, including the U.S. Department of Education; and 
· Ensure that existing environmental, natural resource, conservation, outdoor,  and energy education programs at the Federal level function efficiently in a systematic and coordinated manner to reach the greatest number of citizens and support the efforts of states to develop and implement environmental literacy plans at the pre-K–12 levels. 
Since field-based learning experiences are a critical component of environmental education, an executive order could also help to achieve the Administration’s goals of reconnecting Americans to the great outdoors and raising a healthier generation of citizens. In addition, it would help advance the goals of the sustainability education summit authorized in the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008. 


1. U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, Sept. 21, 2010 speech before the National Sustainability Education Summit, Washington, D.C.
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