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From the CEC Chair
It is finally Fall! I love this time of year; it’s a chance
to breathe after the craziness of summer and before
jumping back into school programming. Fall also
means it’s time for the annual AZA conference!
One of my favorite aspects of the conference is our
CEC meeting. There is a synergy that radiates as
multiple professionals come together to share ideas.
The Executive Committee has reflected on our CEC
meetings and we feel our greatest impact comes
when the group engages in meaningful discussions.
To enhance this impact, we are shifting the focus
of our meeting agenda – moving away from report
outs and including more time for discussion. It can
be challenging for a large group discussion to be
productive, but we are up for it! Your feedback after
the meeting will be important for us to fine tune
agendas for future meetings.
Hopefully you are all aware what the CEC has a
strategic framework, which is designed to support
AZA’s strategic plan and the work of educators
throughout AZA zoos and aquariums. The meeting
will focus on several of our strategic initiatives.
Below is a brief outline of the strategic framework:
Strategic Theme I
Contribute to the creation of impactful and effective
conservation education programs. Promote and
support research, programs and animal interactions
that shift public attitude and behavior for positive
conservation outcomes.
A) AZA visitor research to promote results of
AZA and other research projects to enhance
conservation education reach and provide action
steps for AZA
B) Professional development opportunities for zoo
and aquarium educators
1) AZA professional training schools
2) Mid-year and annual conference

C) Communication with AZA, animal programs, and
related organizations
1) Education advisors program
2) CGF proposals
E) Supporting classroom-based learning:
1) STEAM Focus
2) Providing balanced information for schools
Strategic Theme II
Identify and share best practices in conservation
education programming to increase the capacity and
effectiveness of AZA educators in connecting people
with nature and engaging visitors in conservation
action.
C) Connecting to Nature Initiative
D) Communication among AZA Z/A educators
1) CEC newsletter
2) Regional communication plan
3) AZA education award
4) Accreditation
E) Community Based Conservation Education
I hope all of you who are attending the annual
conference will join us for our meeting on Thursday,
September 8. Initiative updates and the meeting
agenda will be sent out prior to the meeting.
As I mentioned in the last newsletter, my term as
committee chair will end this year at the conference.
Kelly Matis from Mystic Aquarium will take over the
role as committee chair. Allison Price from Lincoln
Park Zoo will continue in her role as Vice Chair and a
new Vice Chair will be announced at the meeting. I
look forward to seeing you there!
Danielle Ross
Committee Chair
Vice President of Conservation Education
Columbus Zoo and Aquarium, the Wilds
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Conservation Education
Updates from the AZA Office
AZA SAFE Updates
AZA SAFE continues to grow with the release of the
Sharks Call for Participation on August 26, which
outlines the Conservation Action Plan’s projects
and opportunities to get involved. Each AZA SAFE
Signature Species Conservation Action Plan includes
a Public Engagement Project that coordinates efforts
to engage the general public, zoo and aquarium
visitors, and communities in saving species through
increased understanding of conservation threats
and taking action through advocacy, outreach, and
behavior change. In July, two Public Engagement
Project Coordinators came onboard: Mike Chedester,
Director of Education at the Living Desert, is the
AZA SAFE Cheetah Public Engagement Project
Coordinator and Dr. Elizabeth Mulkerrin, Director
of Education at Omaha’s Henry Doorly’s Zoo, is the
AZA SAFE African Penguin Public Engagement
Project Coordinator. Visit the SAFE pages on the
AZA website, https://www.aza.org/aza-safe, and
join the SAFE community on the AZA Network,
http://network.aza.org/communities/communityhome?CommunityKey=e6aa9f3b-6be8-4f6c-ace48fe2d296fc14, to keep up with the latest SAFE news
and ways to get involved.
Nature Play Webinars
A third year of AZA’s Nature Play Begins at Your
Zoo & Aquarium initiative began this summer with
the funding opportunity for AZA members to
support family-based nature play programs. Grantee
results for 2016-2017 will be announced soon, in the
meantime, save the date for the first bi-monthly
Nature Play Begins at Your Zoo & Aquarium webinar
series. The first webinar, led by Cheryl Charles
Ph.D., Co-Founder, President and CEO Emerita of
the Children & Nature Network, will be Tuesday
Sept. 13, from 2-3pm ET. It will explore the research
supporting the benefits of nature play for children
and families. A link to the webinar will be posted
soon in the Education community on the AZA
Network.
AZA Professional Development Courses
Registration is now open for three great professional
development opportunities for AZA educators.
Principles of Program Animal Management provides
best practices and resources for ambassador animal
programs including animal management, staff and
volunteer training, documentation, interpretive
techniques, as well as a review of relevant AZA
accreditation standards. This course is next offered
November 14-19, 2016 in St. Louis, MO. Visit https://
www.aza.org/ppam to learn more and register.

Creating Successful Exhibits provides an integrated
overview of a team-based exhibit development
process. The course follows the phases of an exhibit
project from formation of the team, through concept
planning, design and construction, to operation,
in chronological order of the tasks. Full attention
is given to techniques that improve an exhibit’s
impact on visitors. Participants walk away with the
tools to be a productive part of your institution’s
exhibit design process. This course is next offered
November 14-19, 2016 in St. Louis, MO. Visit https://
www.aza.org/cse to learn more and register.
Conservation Education: Effective Program Design
provides zoo and aquarium educators with a
comprehensive overview of how to design, develop,
implement and evaluate education programs and
exhibit interpretive elements. After completing this
course, participants will be better able to utilize zoo
and aquarium industry trends and audience research
in program development, Employ new strategies
and activities to convey conservation messages,
collaborate more effectively with other zoo and
aquarium departments, and more! This course is
next offered February 6-11, 2017 in Wheeling, WV.
Visit https://www.aza.org/ced to learn more and
register.
Amy Rutherford
Director of Professional Development
& Public Engagement
AZA

3

Courageous Conversations – Docents and Climate Change at the Saint Louis Zoo
With the advent of the Polar Bear Point exhibit at
the Saint Louis Zoo, Zoo leadership decided that
this iconic species would be our poster animal for
climate change communication. As this can be a
complicated proposition, we thought it best to build
a solid case and consult with experts in climate
change communication. Using the National Network
for Ocean and Climate Change Interpretation
(NNOCCI) program to strategically frame our
message, Zoo staff began by creating and presenting
a position statement to our senior staff, volunteer
leadership and the Zoo Board.
Our position is:
Scientific consensus holds that climate change is
interrupting natural cycles, causing habitat loss and
prompting more extreme weather patterns. All this
affects animals. As a conservation organization,
the Saint Louis Zoo has a responsibility to
constructively engage in climate change solutions.

And then the work began to broaden our
constructive engagement with our public audiences.
One of the key components was engaging the Zoo’s
docents and volunteer educators in climate change
discussions, first among themselves to build their
confidence and competence with this topic. With
over 200 education volunteers at the Saint Louis
Zoo, Hannah Petri, coordinator of the program,
gathered six highly motivated docents to form
the Climate Change Communication Committee
(C4). This group spent the first year learning about
strategic framing practices and built a body of
research on climate change and how it impacts our
animals here at the Zoo. One C4 member, Annette
Kelly, became a presenter for our “Poke in the Brain”
series. The purpose of this series of presentations
and discussion groups was to educate and provide
a space for positive conversations and questions.
This proved to be very successful and laid the
groundwork for an additional committee to work on
designing interpretive activities for docents to take
out on grounds.

The expanded C4 group used www.
climateinterpreter.org along with their long history
and experience as volunteer interpreters for the
Education Department to formulate ideas and
activities for Climate Change interpretation. Several
C4 members then visited each Docent shift to
showcase the new activities. Some of the ideas
came from personal experience. Annette Kelly made
a commitment in her own life to combat climate
change and live more sustainably. She inspired
fellow docents by giving a presentation on actions
individuals could take to do the same. For example,
Annette now uses the Bokashi (fermentation)
composting method for food waste and has reduced
her kitchen waste output by 300 pounds in two
years. More and more docents are bringing the
climate change message and solutions to our visitors
with positive responses from both sides. This peerto-peer mentoring and collaboration has helped
us build a sense of community and distributed the
responsibility of communicating and making change.

Thanks to the National Network for Ocean and
Climate Change Interpretation (NNOCCI) for laying
the groundwork. We appreciate the community it
made for us and how it helped us establish our own.
We are well on our way to having climate change
activities at EVERY area of the Zoo as we continue
our collaboration across departments and with each
other
Hannah Petri
Docent and Interpretation Coordinator
&
Annette Kelly
Docent
Saint Louis Zoo
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Creating Climate Change Champion Volunteers
The volunteer interpreters in the Oregon Coast
Aquarium’s volunteer program are participating in
a multiphase climate change education series. In
the first phase, we approach them as an audience,
building a foundation on which to build knowledge.
In the second phase, we approach them as
interpreters, preparing them to share the message
with Aquarium guests. This, we believe, is the most
effective method for delivering our message–
through our front-line educators who have the
potential to reach 450,000 guests each year.
By first treating them as an audience, we have a
greater probability of gaining their trust in our
resources (best practices and research) and their
bona fide buy-in. We also have a better chance
of sparking a more sincere interest in individual
behavior change, and sharing that spark with others.
We orchestrated our first phase of Climate Change
education as an overview session for our volunteer
interpreters. The concepts we addressed were: 1)
Human activities are impacting the climate system;
2) Climate change will have consequences for the
earth system and human lives; and 3) Humans can
participate in climate solutions. These concepts
came from the invaluable United States Global
Research Program’s Climate Literacy; The Essential
Principles of Climate Science 2009. We presented
and discussed topics such as the very definition

of climate change, the natural and human causes,
local examples of impacts, the implications for local
wildlife, and actions every individual can take to
lessen their contribution to the changing climate.
By understanding what is often perceived as a very
distant, very global, and very intimidating subject
on a more personal, local, and relatable level, our
volunteers will be able to speak more effectively
about climate change.
Phase 2 of our Climate Change education will
bring the National Network of Climate Change
Interpretation’s (NNOCCI) key principles of
interpreting climate change to the forefront.
Volunteer interpreters will practice using metaphors
that have been proven to be effective in describing
climate science. Combined with the content we’ve
provided in Phase 1, as well as ongoing continuing
education pieces addressing topics such as sea
level rise in greater detail, interpreters will be well
equipped to educate the Aquarium’s guests on the
causes, implications, and individual actions necessary
to change the tide of climate change.
Beth Hawkyard
Volunteer Manager
Oregon Coast Aquarium
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Have Controversial Conversations with Guests: You Won’t Egret It!
Below we address tough topics in zoo practices,
animal behaviors, and conservation messages. For
each one, we highlight specific questions volunteers
receive at Tracy Aviary and how we train them to
address each.
When will these eggs hatch?
During spring many of our birds are seen sitting on
eggs, which gets guests excited about returning to
see chicks. Although chicks are seen exploring some
exhibits, a few of our birds, such as the Trumpeter
Swans, are sitting on “dummy eggs,” eggs filled with
plaster instead of a developing chick. The realization
that the eggs will never hatch can be disappointing
and confusing to guests. Instead of avoiding this
potentially awkward interaction, we encourage our
volunteer interpreters to have conversations about
the reasons we pull eggs and provide dummy eggs.
Volunteer interpreters learn to approach these
difficult discussions in an introductory volunteer
training course. Interpreting zoo practices,
particularly responsible breeding practices, helps
guests understand the value of zoos. In regards to
pulling eggs and replacing them with dummy eggs,
we stress the importance of following SSPs and
studbook guidelines while still allowing for natural
breeding behaviors. These two factors help create a
healthy captive population and ensure that the birds
we do care for have a high quality of life.

As one of only two free-standing, AZA-accredited
aviaries in the nation, Tracy Aviary has a unique
collection that is unlike any other: birds from
around the world. With this collection, we don’t
encounter the same guest questions many other
zoos must field on a regular basis, such as, “Isn’t
that [insert charismatic megafauna here] sad?
Doesn’t it need more space?” While it might be
suggested that guests don’t relate to birds as
much as they do to fellow mammals, this does
not mean that our volunteer interpreters do not
discuss controversial topics with guests. Our focus
on birds presents opportunities for guests to form
a deeper connection with the avian ambassadors
in our collection, redirecting misconceptions, and
furthering our mission of inspiring curiosity and
caring for birds and nature.

Why is that bird being so MEAN?
Our volunteers interpret a wide range of behaviors,
including some that may leave guests wondering
why the bird is being “mean.” Volunteers may field
this question at any time of year, but it comes
up fairly often in breeding season. In open-air
exhibits, chicks from wild birds may wander too
close to a nesting swan and get a rude awakening.
As bird lovers, a natural reaction is to fret over
guests witnessing these harsh interactions. But
we encourage volunteer interpreters to seize this
moment of engagement as an opportunity to better
connect guests with the birds in our care.
We start a discussion with volunteers during their
introductory training about appropriate language
when interpreting behaviors. We stress the
importance of avoiding projecting human emotions
or motivations, particularly negative ones, onto the
birds. In the case of birds in breeding season, we
encourage volunteers to use the natural history of
the species to explain how the observed behavior
is an adaptation for passing on their genes. Swans
aren’t being mean by driving ducklings off their
pond; they are simply being good parents by
protecting a feeding territory large enough to feed
their own potential offspring.
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So, do you dislike hunters?
As an aviary, a portion of our collection consists of
species that are often hunted by our guests in the
wild. It is not uncommon to have a young guest
who is able to identify all of our native ducks due
to his/her time spent hunting with their family. This
inevitably leads to the question—so, do you dislike
hunters? This question is met with a resounding
no, we do not dislike hunters. But many of our
conservation messages can push conversations into
the awkward territory of discussing a guest’s beloved
pastime. One such conservation message is “Get
the Lead Out” where we encourage guests to switch
from lead bullets to copper, or other lead alternative,
bullets to help eliminate the threat of lead poisoning
to animals such as vultures.
Conservation messages around human behavior
changes can be a sticky situation; we never want
to shame or judge our guests for their current
behaviors but instead inform them on different
practices. Our volunteers are provided with the
information that Tracy Aviary supports responsible
hunters as they play an important role in maintaining
a healthy ecosystem and supporting conservation
efforts. With this information in hand, our volunteers
talk with guests about why lead bullets can be
problematic and provide guests with alternatives
that still allow them to partake in their hobby while
helping to maintain an ecosystem without toxins.

Redirecting the Conversation
The three controversial topics addressed above
are not the only difficult discussions our volunteers
encounter during their time at Tracy Aviary. There
are a few guidelines we use to aid our volunteers in
masterfully navigating a sticky situation that can be
applied to any facility or circumstance:
• Keep messaging positive, both in language used
about the animal and in suggested conservation
actions.
• Provide accurate information even if the topic is
difficult to discuss.
• Use the animal’s natural history to support zoo
practices.
• Stress that natural behaviors are important and
provide for a healthy captive population.
Annie Young
Educator
&
Anne Terry
Senior Educator
Tracy Aviary
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Friendly Faces of CEC
Name: Aimee Johns
Institution: Lincoln Children’s Zoo
Title: Director of Education

How long have you been on the CEC and what do
you champion/work on?
I have been a part of CEC for 4 years. I champion the
Connecting to Nature Initiative.
What are your particular interests/skills/expertise?
That is a tough question! I have expertise in
managing the education department as a business.
My goal is to reach as many people as possible
through programming. One of my skills that I utilize
every day is motivation. I want to motivate each Zoo
staff member to give their best at everything they
do! My interests are running outside and spending
time in nature, working with animals, and traveling.

What are the main responsibilities of your job?
Oversee education programs, teen volunteer
program, Adventure Travel programs, conservation,
program animals, budgets, as well as play a large
role in Zoo management.

If you didn’t work for a Zoo or Aquarium, what
would your career be?
Another tough question! I have been blessed to be
able to guide global conservation trips. Field work is
truly impactful and just might be my second choice.
Your favorite animal?
My favorite animal today is an African serval!

Why do you work at a zoo/aquarium?
I am passionate about the connectivity that is
created every day at the Zoo between all living
things and families!
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Friendly Faces of CEC
Name: Stacy Graison
Institution: Naples Zoo at Caribbean Gardens
Title: Director of Education

Why do you work at a zoo/aquarium?
I work at a zoo because I feel strongly about our
conservation mission and I want to not only do my
part, but enable others to do their part — to save
these incredible animals that we share the earth with.
Plus, it’s FUN! Best way to spend your days!
How long have you been on the CEC and what do
you champion/work on?
I’ve been on the CEC for almost 5 years and I work
on two initiatives. I am a member of the Visitor
Studies initiative and I champion the Supporting
Classroom-based Learning initiative. The Classroombased Learning initiative has two priorities right
now: preparing Z/A educators to create STEM
programming and communicating the value Z/A
have within the classroom and their communities.
What are your particular interests/skills/expertise?
STEM education and play are two of my favorite
things that I try to share with others and promote
regularly. I’ve also managed Z/A education for over
20 years; I have solid expertise on the business side
of what we do.

What are the main responsibilities of your job?
My primary task is simple: start an education
department at Naples Zoo! I manage program
development, teaching, budgets, grant writing,
program animals, community relationships, etc.,
while serving on the senior team. After just over a
year, I was able to hire my first educator, who will be
full time after summer camp.

If you didn’t work for a Zoo or Aquarium, what
would your career be?
I think I’d have to be at a children’s museum to support my love for play and make sure everyone else
gets to play too!
Your favorite animal?
Pinnipeds, in general. I love seals above all else!

Samuel Blanc
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Friendly Faces of CEC
Name: Christine Korhnak
Institution: Cleveland Metroparks Zoo
Title: Education Manager

What are the main responsibilities of your job?
I am primarily responsible for managing fee-based
programming at our Zoo, ranging from early childhood to graduate students and a whole lot in between. As I write this, summer day camp programs
are in their last weeks and we are gearing up for
teacher professional development and school programming to kick in. How does time fly by so fast?!
Why do you work at a zoo/aquarium?
My original goal was to be Jacques Cousteau but
for some reason he didn’t leave me the Calypso in
his will. I did study marine biology and discovered
during college that I really enjoyed helping with the
community open houses at the marine science center where I studied (Go Slugs!). It didn’t occur to me
at the time that something like that could turn into a
career.

How long have you been on the CEC and what do
you champion/work on?
I joined CEC in 2012. Those of you in Region 15
know me as your Regional Liaison. I am a part of
the group working on the STEAM Focus towards
supporting classroom-based learning. In addition, I
work with the CEC Chair to champion the Conservation Grants Fund proposal review. I love organizing
the grant reviews because it gives me a peek into
some really great work that folks are undertaking.
Volunteering to help review grants is a great way
to start getting involved with CEC, so contact me if
you’re interested.
What are your particular interests/skills/expertise?
Over the past several years, I have become slightly
obsessed with evaluation data. Trying to find the
best ways to measure behavior change across a
diverse array of programming is constantly keeping
me challenged. Having the resources to delve into a
longitudinal study of the role the Zoo plays in changing people’s conservation attitudes and behaviors
sounds like heaven to me.
If you didn’t work for a Zoo or Aquarium, what
would your career be?
In reality, I would probably have been an academic
studying near shore marine invertebrates. In my
dreams, I would be a charter boat captain in the Caribbean. The only challenge with that career choice
is that I’m quite an introvert and I really don’t know
where I would store my shoe collection.
Your favorite animal?
I am fascinated by the physiology of marine invertebrates - nudibranchs, nautilus. That video that Roger
Hanlon captured of the camouflaged octopus? I’m
telling you, that is the Harry Potter invisibility cloak
in action. Oh, mammals are cool too.
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Front-line Staff Answers Controversial Questions
No matter what our title or position may be within
our zoo or aquarium, we are each an integral link in
the 230 accredited AZA institutions that annually
serve over 183 million visitors. From the guest
representative and volunteer, to the zoologist,
aquarist or educator, we all play a role in connecting
the chain of visitor experiences and expectations.
Our institutions offer numerous opportunities for
inquisitive guests to ask potentially controversial
questions, ranging from the debate on animal
captivity and international animal incidents to local
zoo or aquarium operational challenges. These are
not easy subjects to prepare for, even for your public
relations team—let alone front-line staff members.
Many institutions focus on educating and providing
information to front-line staff on these challenging
subjects. This includes call-center operators and
admissions staff as well as animal husbandry staff
and volunteers. For some zoos and aquariums, a
missing but vital link in that chain is the retail and
culinary operation. In many cases, a store or café
staff member may be the first or only employee a
guest speaks with that day.
In a retail setting where sales of a product
connected to a controversial subject could raise
questions or guest concerns, the entire team needs
to be prepared. If an employee does not have the
proper information or procedure for answering
these questions, it could lead to more substantial
challenges. Your café or food cart location also
has those same potential issues, as they may be
right next to an exhibit. A conversation may start
innocuously, but turn into one that is extremely
challenging for a front-line associate.
The solution is to provide them with the same
information on responding to these questions as
other front-line staff.
Sometimes it can be a short, prepared response
depending upon the circumstances, but it may also
be appropriate for the well-trained staff member to
shift the conversation to an important connected
subject, like conservation. Turning a tough question
about a controversial species on exhibit like, “Why
do you have them in captivity?” into a positive
response of, “We have them here to offer our
zoologists research opportunities to help them in
the wild, as their species is endangered” can make a
major difference with your guests. The staff member
can then even build this into a, “You can make a

difference” by making a purchase that supports the
zoo/aquarium, or contributing to a conservationrelated program.
An example of this training can be best illustrated
at the Monterey Bay Aquarium, where the retail and
culinary teams are consistently viewed as partners
in the daily communication of all Aquarium subject
matter. In speaking with Jim Covel, Director of Guest
Experience Training & Interpretation at the Monterey
Bay Aquarium, he notes, “We want the Aquarium
experience to be seamless and integrated—which
means that from the guest’s perspective there
should be no discernable difference between
paid staff, volunteers, and SSA (Service Systems
Associates) retail and culinary staff in the level of
service and the ‘voice’ that we speak with.”
Jim adds, “So in training the staff, volunteers and
vendors we use the same language, model the same
approach, and provide the same level of information
on these issues. The goal is that if a guest asks a
question of a full-time staff member, a docent or
an associate in the store, they should get the same
answer. The training we do is open to all staff,
volunteers and vendors to participate in, and many
take advantage of that opportunity. Continual dialog
with your partners is also critical. Beyond that, we
take the most timely information on these topics and
incorporate it into weekly updates that we deliver in
person to aquarium staff, volunteers and SSA staff.
This makes sure that critical information reaches all
guest-facing staff, that they understand it, and that
we deliver it modeling the Aquarium’s voice and
perspective. That consistency of delivery in training
helps ensure that messages about critical issues
are delivered to our guest audience with the same
consistency.”
Controversial and difficult subjects may always be
a challenge for your institution, but facing them
knowing you have a knowledgeable team—from your
call-center operator to your gift shop associate—
can assure your chain of communication with your
guests is positive and consistent.
Andrew Fischer
General Manager of Merchandising
Monterey Bay Aquarium
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CEC Updates
As we end the summer season, we have a few thanks
to send out, as well as a few opportunities for zoo
and aquarium educators to get involved in our
efforts.
First, a big thank you to everyone who volunteered
to serve as reviewers for the AZA Education
Award this year. Thirty eight zoo and aquarium
professionals volunteered their time to this effort; we
selected ten and have confirmed a “waiting” list for
2017 and 2018 reviewers. Eleven applications for the
award itself were also received, and we look forward
to the announcement of the winners in San Diego.
Additionally, CEC representatives from the Florida
Aquarium and Busch Gardens Tampa are working
with Newspapers in Education on a collateral piece
that will provide information to school audiences
about the great conservation and mission-based
work of accredited Zoos and Aquariums. Many
other institutions provided stories of their work
to be included in this piece, so thank you for your
contributions.

Looking ahead, three CEC initiatives could use
help. First, the CEC Visitor Studies Initiative is
hosting a listening-session roundtable at the Annual
Conference to recruit information about current
social science research ongoing at universities and
AZA institutions, and to determine areas of strongest
need, where the CEC can encourage and support
future scholarship. We’d love to see you there to
participate in the conversation.
Secondly, there are still animal programs without
education advisors. Serving as an education advisor
is a great way to connect with other professionals,
stretch your own skill set, and give back to
the industry. You can learn more about these
opportunities at https://www.aza.org/educationadvisors.
Finally, consider contributing an article to this
newsletter! Our next issue will focus on the future
of conservation education – given our discussions in
the past year’s issues (our audiences, controversial
topics, volunteer training) how can we move our
industry, profession, or programming forward? If
you have an example from your institution, we’d love
to hear from you. Contact Kerry Carlin-Morgan at
Kerry.Carlin-MorganPh.D@aquarium.org.
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