
MWEE Case Study:
Birds and Human Impacts in Chesapeake Bay Ecosystems -
Making the Link between Pickering Creek Audubon Center and

Wicomico County 6th Grade

Wicomico County, situated on the Eastern Shore
of Maryland, holds a population of just over
100,000 residents that live in a mix of rural,
suburban, and city center environments. Two
major waterways, the Nanticoke and Wicomico
Rivers and their tributaries �low through the
county, weaving through rich farmlands, forested
areas, towns, neighborhoods, Salisbury University
and the City of Salisbury.

Wicomico County Public Schools boasts a student
enrollment of approximately 15,000 students
each year. The student body is 62% White, 30%
African American, 3% Hispanic, 2% Asian and 3%
other. 51% of students receive free or reduced

lunch. Wicomico County Public Schools has an Environmental Literacy Plan that supports
the implementation of Meaningful Watershed Education Experiences for elementary,
middle and high school students.

Making the Link
In 2017, the NOAA Bay Watershed Education
and Training program (B-WET) supported a
project led by the University of Maryland
Appalachian Lab entitled Making the Link. The
program put together teams of non-formal
and school-based educators to develop a
systemic MWEE with guidance from the
Maryland Department of Education, Maryland
DNR, the Chesapeake Bay Foundation and the
NOAA Environmental Science Training Center.

Making the Link brought together two
Pickering Creek Audubon education team
members with two 6th Grade science teachers
from Wicomico County Public Schools.
Together, the team collaborated to lay the
foundation for what became the Audubon Chesapeake Exploration program. Working as
partners, the classroom teachers’ participation ensured the MWEE was deeply integrated
into the curriculum, beyond being something extra to add to a busy teacher's to-do list. The



environmental educators became invested partners, drawing on their experiences teaching
outdoors to �ind opportunities for students on their school grounds and in their local
community. The Making the Link project provided time to build relationships between the
non-formal partners and the classroom teachers, enriched the understanding of the
essential elements and supporting practices of a successful MWEE, and allowed for the full
integration of the MWEE components to the teachers’ ecology curriculum. The
Wicomico-Pickering Creek team came away from the Making the Link workshops with a full
Environmental Literacy Model which they used to successfully apply for a 3-year NOAA
B-WET grant.

Highlights
● 4,652 middle school students and 15 6th grade

science teachers have participated in the Audubon
Chesapeake Explorations program since 2018

● Each summer, teachers participate in professional
development workshops, with opportunities to
connect with various community partners, learn
about local environmental issues and needs, and
participate in the evaluation and revision of various
parts of the MWEE experience

● Teachers and Pickering Creek educators revised
lessons using the Earth Force Community Action
and Problem Solving Process, creating space for
students to drive the process and increasing
emphasis on ways students can take civic action to
solve local environmental problems

● Students have taken environmental actions ranging
from installing wildlife habitat boxes for Eastern
Bluebirds, planting native plants for pollinators,
writing letters to local elected and business leaders
asking for change, and during the COVID-19
Pandemic have worked with parents and siblings to
create household policies that protect the
environment and local wildlife

● In February 2022, �ive WCPS 6th grade teachers led
a workshop for 15 elementary science teachers in
their district, showcasing their MWEE, as well as
tips for teaching locally relevant environmental
topics and using nature as a way of engaging
students.



Using the Earth Force Model
Following the pilot year of the program,
Pickering Creek staff and WCPS teachers
worked to incorporate Earth Force’s
Community Action and Problem Solving
Process into the MWEE lessons. Students use
democratic decision-making tools to select
an issue and a project. The process has
helped to put the power to make decisions
into the hands of students, and has helped to
build the skills students need for becoming
effective environmental stewards.

Lessons Learned
● The partnership in co-creation of the

original ELM through Making the Link, and
in the continual revision process each
summer has been essential for helping the
program to improve and to allow for
adaptation in a particularly unusual few
years, including throughout the 2020-2021
school year where many students were
attending school virtually.

● Flexibility in adaptations have allowed
teachers to have ownership over lesson
components so that they can teach in a way
that works best for their students.

● Keeping an eye on the big picture has
ensured the revisions we adopt and our
approach is focused on building student
skills for stewardship of the Chesapeake
Bay and local wildlife.

● Teacher Professional Development workshops and stakeholder engagement built into
the lesson have included introductions to potential partners for students to work with
during their action project development. Participating teachers have had a chance to
learn about local environmental organizations, youth-centered groups, and county and
city government.



Unusual Circumstances
The Audubon Chesapeake Explorations program rolled out during a challenging series of
years for students, school districts, teachers and partners. Each year has looked different:
● 2018-19 was a pilot year for the program, with three

teachers and two schools participating entirely in the
4th quarter of the school year.

● Following feedback from the pilot year, 2019-20 was
structured to take place throughout the school year
with students completing investigations in the fall and
carrying out action in the spring.

● The COVID-19 Pandemic put the end of the 2019-20
(Year 2) into a different pace, with partners and
teachers developing adapted “at-home” versions of
action project processes and students selecting actions
they could complete     individually at home.

● 2020-21 began as a fully virtual year, with students
alternating science each semester. A full virtual
student journal was developed to help students pace
through the program as virtual instruction was �igured
out. Some students returned to classrooms in the
spring while others continued to learn from home.
Action projects were largely individual and focused on
students presenting what they had studied.

● 2021-22 began with all students back in school but on
a semester schedule. Adjustments following two recent years of interrupted routines
have been made, although challenges remain. Most schools have been able to have
classroom visitors and �ield trips.

● Throughout, the near constant adjustments to teaching conditions and the program
components have demanded our �lexibility and creativity.


