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impact on the environment. These themes informed the creation of ACT’s two model programs,
camp and field trips, and demonstrated a priority for fostering empowerment through daily
individual conservation actions.

Zoo Atlanta also examined an emerging body of research on how children form bonds with animals.
Two foundations central to the design of ACT are the biophilia hypothesis (Wilson, 1984) and social
learning theory (Bandura, 1977). Wilson believes humans have an innate interest and connection to
nature and animals, and that evolution has hard-wired us to be attracted to nature for safety as
well as serenity. He notes that we often forget that we cannot survive without the natural world,
which provides all of our resources and serves as our most provocative source of beauty and
inspiration.

Bandura asserts that when teachers or parents model the behaviors they wish to instill in children,
the longevity of taught behaviors is enhanced. ACT instructors are taught to model caring and
interest in animals as sentient beings. Many other findings and foundational works were also
incorporated in the design of ACT: Hoffman, 2000; Katcher & Wilkins 1993; Myers, 1998; Poisson,
2001; Raphael, 1999; Shepard, 1996; Sobel, 1996; and Turiel, 1983.

Program Design: The goal of ACT is to create and support a professional network of conservation
educators who possess the skills, knowledge and tools needed to create and implement effective
conservation education programs.

ACT’s main objectives are to:

e Create and implement a culturally relevant, cost-effective and self-sustaining conservation
education training academy and model programs that utilize best practices developed over
the past 30 years by zoos in the U.S.;

e Establish a network of professionally trained conservation educators who will eventually
take ownership of content and training;

e Gain support of zoo directors in China to collaboratively work towards this initiative;

e Fully transfer ACT program management to CAZG, the umbrella organization for the 218
zoos and wildlife parks in China, by 2009.

The primary messages of the ACT training are threefold:

e Live collections and high visitation uniquely position zoos and wildlife parks for positively
connecting people with animals.

e Bodies of information are available on professional standards, research and current best
practices for delivering effective conservation education at zoos and wildlife parks.

e A strong, member-driven, CAZG-supported network of educators committed to supporting,
sharing and building this knowledge is essential for development of the conservation
education profession in China.

All of ACT’s programs include the message that every animal is an individual worthy of protecting.
Each program teaches educators methods of facilitating an emotional connection by incorporating a
sense of wonder and awe, in combination with providing specific steps the average person can take
to help animals and improve the environment. This type of “compassion education” is intended to
assist in creating lifelong interest and fostering stewardship behaviors and has been successfully
used by animal welfare organizations in the U.S. and Europe.

Program Development: Zoo Atlanta determined that an integrated, three-part training model
would be most effective for creating self-sustaining conservation education programs in Chinese



zoos. The program includes a five-day training on best practices; a five-day training on running an
ACT model program; and five days of implementing the program with an audience. The best
practices component is supported by two completed curricula, including a 96-page Participant
Manual (fully translated into Chinese) and Instruction Manual containing background information on
basic conservation issues in China, proven techniques in zoo education programming, as well as
comprehensive instructions on instructing ACT training and running the ACT Conservation Camp.

The intensive five-day conservation education training enables zoo professionals to design,
implement and evaluate education programs at their facilities. Instructors also demonstrate ways
of creating connections with wildlife and inspiring conservation action by modeling informal
teaching methods that get students out of the classroom. (For example, participants conduct front-
end evaluations with visitors at exhibits.) To support the ultimate transfer of the program to CAZG
and to ensure capacity building of future educators, training sessions not already taught by Chinese
national staff are team-taught by Western ACT staff and a Chinese education staff member. This
approach allows participants to learn from emerging leaders who have real-world experience in
using these methods at their institutions. Since most zoos in China do not currently have
conservation education programs, it is critical to empower these future educators by identifying
successful in-country practitioners.

ACT developed two additional programs to support the objective of creating and implementing
culturally relevant, cost-effective and self-sustaining models. These include a five-day overnight
Conservation Camp and Nature Rangers, a field trip experience for students. ACT selected camp
because it provides children with a significant amount of contact time with animals. Camps also
generate substantial revenue in the U.S., so this program can potentially be very sustainable in
China. In 2005, China passed National Environmental Education Guidelines aimed at bringing
environmental issues into the classrooms of China’s 500,000 primary and middle schools and
advocate use of inquiry-based teaching that encourages student participation and community
action. Nature Rangers, piloted and evaluated at the Kunming Zoo, strengthens the role of zoos as
informal learning centers for schools.

After participants receive training on foundational knowledge, they have the chance to put these
ideas into practice by learning how to run one of the model programs. What makes ACT so
innovative in comparison to other Western conservation organizations that have brought education
programs to China is that this instruction is led entirely by trained Chinese staff. Xiaohong Want,
ACT’s Coordinator for China Conservation Programs, provides logistical support to prepare staff
prior to the actual training. This is essential to establishing a network of professional conservation
educators who will eventually take ownership of content and training.

In the final section of ACT, participants meld theory and hands-on instruction with practical
experience in executing one of the model programs. After training on either the Camp or Nature
Rangers curricula, participants serve as instructors who guide program participants through
activities and lessons, while trainers provide assistance as needed. This hands-on experience
inspires confidence and offers ACT participants the tools needed for replicating or adapting these
programs at their host institutions.

In addition to the financial resources needed to create a dual-language curriculum and a three-part
training program, substantial staff support is required from both the U.S. and China. ACT has full-
time staff in the U.S. and China; a 12-member Advisory Board composed of leading conservation
educators from U.S. zoos and aquariums; support from the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA)
and its Conservation Education Committee Chair; CAZG; World Wildlife Fund - China; National



Audubon Society; and USFWS-National Conservation Training Center, in addition to a dedicated
professional evaluator.

ACT was implemented by four Zoo Atlanta staff: Dr. Shelly Lakly, VP of Education and Conservation
Programs; Dr. Jinping Yu, Director of China Conservation and Education and a Chinese national;
Laurel Askue, Manager of Conservation Education Programs; and Xiaohong Wang, a Chinese citizen
and Coordinator of China Conservation Education Programs. With assistance from in-country
partners, Dr. Yu and Ms. Wang provide cultural relevancy oversight, strategic direction support and
partnership management. Additionally, Dr. Joe Heimlich is an essential member of the ACT team
through his development and analysis of all program evaluations.

To reach as many zoos as possible, a grant from The UPS Foundation covers food and lodging costs
for participants during the ACT training. The annual budget breakdown is as follows:

2006 2007 2008
Zoo Atlanta Staff (2) $50,800 $51,500 $51,500
China Coordinator $15,600 $15,600 $15,000
Outside Contracts $ 9,500 $ 9,500 $ 9,500
Travel $20,000 $19,000 $19,000
Program Costs $10,000 $43,000 $43,000
Miscellaneous Supplies  $ 4,100 $ 1,400 $ 1,400
Total $110,000 $140,000 $140,000

Program Implementation: As noted, ACT was delivered as three components: a five-day
professional training supported by an Instructor and Participant manual; instruction on running
camp; and time spent running camp with campers. ACT program components were developed
based on four years of research and experience implementing programs with partners at the
Chengdu Zoo and Chengdu Research Base. As a result, CAZG demonstrated its commitment to
bringing education to Chinese zoos by inviting Zoo Atlanta as a keynote of the Conservation
Education in Zoos: The Future of Zoos in China conference. Due to the overwhelming interest in
ACT generated at the conference, the 24 slots allocated for the initial training were increased to
37, with space limited only by the size of the training facility.

Many special considerations were made to ensure the success of the training. The cultural
relevancy group ensured full integration of translated content and materials. Participant pre-
surveys and informational packets ensured smooth program delivery and allowed ACT to gauge the
interest and experience of trainees. Each team of instructors reviewed units and materials prior to
the training to ensure that the co-teachers were comfortable with the content. Dr. Yu and Ms.
Wang worked closely with the two zoo directors hosting the training to ensure that their
organizations were appropriately recognized for their support and to ensure that they received
supplies prior to the start of the program. ACT also made sure the opening ceremony had strong
support from top Chinese leaders: the Wildlife Conservation Association; the Forestry-Garden
Bureau; the Science and Technology Bureau; and CAZG and UPS. To ensure CAZG’s continued
investment, ACT awarded the expanded 37 participant slots to the Chinese institutions they felt
would most benefit from the training.

Headed by the Zoo Atlanta Conservation Education division and advised by an Advisory Board of
experts from the U.S., ACT piloted its first training in July 2006 in Chengdu in Sichuan Province.
Participants came from 21 of the 34 regions throughout China, most of them from zoos with
virtually no education departments or staff. Those that came from organizations with education
departments were the sole educators at their facilities. Others ranged from veterinarian and



animal care staff to communications specialists, and two were zoo directors. Their facilities
collectively reach a total of 36 million visitors annually and represent 23 zoos and wildlife parks, as
well as the Wolong Giant Panda Conservation Center, Roots and Shoots and the Northeast Forestry
University. Having the participation of several non-zoo organizations reinforces the need for the
ACT program.

During the first week, all sections were taught either by a Chinese national from our team or team-
taught by a U.S. instructor paired with an educator from the Chengdu Base or Chengdu Zoo. This
collaborative approach worked well from a training standpoint, while fostering self-confidence and
leadership skills in the newly developing network of Chinese zoo educators.

Participants transformed from complete strangers to professional colleagues throughout the first
week, and they worked together effectively in group project presentations that incorporated key
components of the education training. ACT trainers who are current and past instructors at AZA’s
Conservation Education School noted that the presentations were equivalent to similar projects
created by U.S. conservation educators in their quality and depth of knowledge application. The
presentations also reflected that the participants absorbed, understood and implemented the
information at a professional level.

In the second week, Chengdu Zoo and Chengdu Base educators provided hands-on instruction and
shared their experiences in running the ACT conservation camp. Participants practiced giving
lessons and running activities, with feedback and suggestions for improvement from instructors.
Following camp training, participants taught lessons, played games and managed 59 campers during
a five-day overnight camp. For many, this was their first experience teaching.

Inspired and empowered, participants then brainstormed next steps for building their network.
Ideas included establishing a national Conservation Education Day for zoos throughout China;
running an education list serve to share ideas and information; developing global networking
practices to build support from key agencies; and setting up a volunteer recruitment program for
assistance in running new education programs. These initial steps indicate that the participants are
committed to working together and furthering their collective impact.

Following this first training, CAZG graciously dedicated a page on its website to ACT. The page now
includes photos and a summary of the training and its outcomes. This allows CAZG to share
successes, gain the support of Chinese zoo directors, and establish a location for the ACT
participant network to access information on the program. Using baseline data gathered on
participants prior to the training, Ms. Wang continues to follow up with graduates quarterly to
monitor the evolution and advancement of education programs at their institutions. With the
collaborative support of CAZG, she continues to facilitate the development of the new professional
network by coordinating follow-up on next steps suggested by participants during training.

Significance, value and innovation: Never before has a program been so uniquely positioned to
forward the field of conservation education in zoos around the world. ACT is the singular
conservation education training designed specifically for zoos and wildlife parks in China. The
program has the support of Government Bureaus who passionately supported the need for the
training for its 206 facilities and the support of the directors and participants who have attended
the training thus far.

ACT has tremendous potential to make a significant impact on establishment of the conservation
education profession in China and to ensure that it is integrated with educators elsewhere in the



world. This first training signifies the initial step taken by Chinese zoos to reorient their focus by
acknowledging conservation education as an essential part of the mission of modern zoos. This is
particularly important for a country that has 1.3 billion inhabitants, 16 of the world’s 20 most
polluted cities, and 12,500 annual deaths from air pollution.

ACT’s field-tested models are culturally relevant and easily adaptable by zoos throughout China.
The program has the potential to reach up to 400 million Chinese students and families a year
through cost-effective, self-sustaining conservation education programs facilitated by zoos and
wildlife parks and embraced by schools, families and communities. A follow-up survey sent in
October 2006 indicated that 65% of the institutions that participated in the first session of ACT had
already created new programs at their facilities.

What makes ACT so innovative is that it is the first and only conservation education training
designed especially for zoos and wildlife parks in China. Utilizing tools and techniques gained from
ACT, participants have demonstrated that they can establish a collaborative professional network
in support of the new profession of conservation education. ACT has ensured future success by
utilizing a multi-cultural Advisory Board and by creating the program specifically for transfer to in-
country leadership by in-country trainers.

The expanding pool of ACT graduates have the resources needed to create engaging visitor
experiences, enhance appreciation for wildlife, encourage repeat visitation and communicate
important messages about preservation of wildlife, and to make these tools available to all zoos in
China. ACT graduate Zhang Xiao Feng of Shenzhen Safari Park articulated this sentiment: “Hand in
hand, together we create a more beautiful tomorrow for conservation education in China.”



