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Project purpose Analysis & findings

ConclusionsA closer look at three cases

Participants

Transcript review Coding of life history 
events

Team review & code 
revision

Coding for interest 
development

Team review & code 
revision

How do adult naturalists perceive and describe their life-long connection with nature?

Solving local and global environmental issues requires 21st

century naturalists – people engaged with the natural world,
especially in cities, that use systems thinking and embrace
diverse perspectives.

We worked with a local natural history museum to consider
how in school, out of school, and family experiences
supported situational and individual interest
development in nature across the lifespan.

Independent 
outdoor 

time

Figured prominently in all 
eighteen participants’ 
reflections regardless of 
age, race, profession, or 
naturalist identity

Out-of-
school 

Over three-quarters of all recollected 
nature-based experiences; primarily family 
led, such as hikes or fishing, followed by 
structured programs, such as scouting

In school
Accounted for less 
than one quarter of all 
the recollected nature 
experiences

How do elements 
across the 
learning ecology 
help to support 
and maintain 
interest in nature? 

Situational 
interest

Primarily recalled in 
structured and semi-
structured out-of-
school experiences

Individual 
interest

Recalled most often during independent 
outdoor time, followed by out-of-school 
experiences
School experiences also described as 
important by some participants, 
especially in adolescence and beyond

Can we see moments 
of situational and 

individual interest in 
the retrospective life 

histories of these 
adults naturalists?

18 adult 
naturalists

10 women | 8 men

10 White | 5 Black                         
1 Asian American/White                  
1 Black/Latinx | 1 Latinx

Age range: 24-68 (mean = 47)

Educational attainment: HS – 18   
College – 15 | MS/MA – 9 | PhD – 3 

15 use naturalist practices professionally  
3 serious amateur naturalists

33-years-old 
Latinx

Grew up in 
cities; lots of 
independent 
outdoor time

Mother 
supportive; 

father 
skeptical 

Rich, brief Girl 
Scout 

experience

Few school 
episodes, but 
HS teacher 

mentor

BA 
Biology/Art & 
MS in Ecology

Urban 
environmental 

educator

• Recollection of independent 
outdoor time was ubiquitous 
among participants.

• Participants recollected 
episodes of situational and 
individual interest throughout 
childhood and described 
these as occurring in a non-
linear, layered sequence. 

• Participants described 
elements across the learning 
ecology working in concert 
to support interest 
development.  

• Many participants described 
obstacles to their interest 
development, and emphasized 
how adult support – from 
family, teachers or out-of-
school educators – was 
critical for their growing 
interest. 

Research-practice partnership team developed 
categories for naturalist identities

Purposive sample for diversity across 
demographics and naturalist identities

Semi-structured life history interviews focused 
on nature experiences across learning ecology

Follow-up survey for self identification of 
demographics & naturalist identities

Data collection 

Naturalist 
identities

Applied scientist | Community organizer 
Environmental artist | Environmental 
designer | Environmental educator  
Community garden manager | Research 
scientist | Serious amateur naturalist

41-years-old 
White

Rural 
upbringing 

with freedom 
to roam

Both parents 
modeled 
outdoor 

engagement

Numerous 
out-of-school 
experiences

Very strong 
K-12 

programs

BS Ecology & 
MS 

Conservation 
Biology

Conservation 
planner

65-years-old 
African 

American

Independent 
exploration of 

city & rural 
greenspace

Grandmother 
very 

supportive; 
parents too

Museum 
educator 

made learning 
pathway

Discouraging 
high school 
experience

Did not 
complete 
college

Facilities 
coordinator

Ada: 
The Environmental Educator 

‘I can categorically tell you it was from Girl Scouts.’ 

David: 
The Ecologist 

‘I remember going home and looking through that [book] and finding out ‘oh it was a 
great egret’...’

Eric: 
The Serious Amateur Naturalist 

'…a lot of my interest was really spurred by [my grandmother] and by where she lived.’ 

‘I actually did a fair amount of fishing with the kid 
who lived on the street. We’d just go down to the 
lake…I actually remember thinking like, why are 
these fish eating…why are these fish here?...why is 
this area of the lake filled with weeds? All that. So 
like there was a curiosity there..’

‘We had an annual trip to the 
[natural history museum] and 
that was - that was a part of 
our growing up.’

‘I had a third-grade teacher that had 
the most amazing collection of indoor 
plants in the classroom and she 
tended to them daily…’

‘I got really into bats in high schools, and 
actually…I built a bunch of bat 
houses…I built like 30 of them or 
something like that.’


