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Students work as a
team to answer 
questions on natural
resources and current
environmental issues.



Welcome to the Envirothon!

Envirothon is one of New York State’s largest
environmental education programs for high
school students. Begun in 1979 by Soil and
Water Conservation Districts in Pennsylvania as
the “Environmental Olympics,” the Envirothon
has evolved into a major educational program
that now extends throughout the United States
and Canada. New York State held its first
Envirothon in 1990, and since then the 
program has continued to grow and bring the
message of environmental stewardship to 
students throughout the state. 

The event works much like an
“environmental marathon.”
Envirothon participants compete in
teams of five and rotate from one
outdoor station to another, answering
questions in test categories of
forestry, wildlife, aquatics, soils, and
a current environmental issue
which changes each year. 

“My kids and I look at it as a way
to expand minds while using heads
and hands,” observed Betty
Robinson, an Envirothon team advi-
sor from Otselic Valley, New York.

Exam questions are often “hands-
on,” and might include such challenges

as identifying a tree by its bark at
the forestry station, or an animal by its

track at the wildlife station. Students can see firsthand
what a soil profile looks like, or learn how to identify
aquatic insects in a stream. Bainbridge-Guilford
Envirothon coach, Ed McFee, strongly encourages
schools to get involved: “Kids relate to this type of
learning better than theoretical material. They 
appreciate the hands-on aspect. The program is a real
team effort.”

WHICH OF THESE TREES HAS OPPOSITE, REDDISH,
BLUNT BUDS?

❑ basswood ❑ slippery elm
❑ white ash ❑ red maple   

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BIRDS IS NOT LISTED
AS ENDANGERED IN NEW YORK STATE?

❑ bald eagle ❑ golden eagle
❑ peregrine falcon ❑ short-eared owl

WHAT IS THE TERM FOR THE DEEPEST PART OF A LAKE
IN WHICH THERE IS MINIMAL LIGHT PENETRATION?

❑ littoral zone ❑ epilimnion
❑ profundal zone ❑ limnetic zone
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??
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??

IMAGINE WORKING WITH 
TEAMMATES TO FIND THE ANSWERS

TO 125 QUESTIONS LIKE THESE.

imagine

Envirothon students examine a jaw bone at the wildlife station.



Participation in the Envirothon begins
locally. Soil and Water Conservation Districts
in nearly every county in New York State
coordinate local and regional Envirothons. To
find out how to get involved in your county’s
Envirothon, contact your local Soil and Water
Conservation District (see the website listed
at right). A high school forms one or more
teams of up to five students; each team
requires a teacher or parent advisor to 
accompany the team to the event. 

Local Envirothons take place in early
spring, often reflecting local conditions and
issues. Some local and regional Envirothons
are one-day events; others may involve multiple
days of competition. Some include a day of
instruction by natural resource professionals.
Regardless of their individuality, each regional
competition shares the goal of developing
knowledgeable, environmentally conscious students.

Top-scoring teams win prizes and the winning team
in each county earns the privilege of advancing to the
New York State Envirothon. A two-day competition
filled with excitement and energy, the New York State
Envirothon involves participants from throughout New
York. Last year, 53 counties were represented at the
New York State competition. At the state Envirothon,
students’ knowledge is once again tested in the natural
resources areas of wildlife, forestry, aquatics, soils, and
a current environmental issue. The 2005 current issue
topic is “Managing Cultural Resources.”

Beyond motivating students to learn more about the
environment, the state Envirothon emphasizes the
development of practical skills such as research, team-
work and public speaking. One challenging addition at
the state Envirothon is the oral presentation. As part
of the competition, each team prepares a 10- to 15-
minute oral presentation on an environmental scenario
and delivers it to a panel of judges. Through the oral
presentation, students show that they can form cre-
ative, practical, comprehensive solutions to environ-
mental issues. 

The Envirothon’s hands-on, interdisciplinary
approach to learning about natural resources makes it
unique among educational programs. According to
ecology teacher Mark Vanderwater of Erie County,
“Students are building life skills at the Envirothon.
They are required to research topics and form solu-
tions, perform as a team, and present their findings to
an audience.” 

“I can’t imagine an educational experience that is
closer to real life,” said Maureen Bartlett, an environ-
mental science teacher from a central New York
BOCES. “The entire event, including exposure to pro-
fessionals, challenging knowledge-based questions, and
especially the oral presentation, is an extraordinary
taste of real life environmental science.”

Team advisors teach, coach, chaperone, and escort
team members, but cannot help with any of the exams.
In fact, during the state competition they may not
accompany their team, but instead participate in other
activities designed just for them.

New York State Conservationist, April  2005

conservation 

The Environmental Education Foundation of Soil and Water Conservation Districts is the
primary fundraising source for the New York State Envirothon. A not-for-profit, 501(c)(3)
organization, the foundation provides financial assistance to the New York State Envirothon
and other educational programs that promote environmental stewardship.

Each year, generous donations from local businesses and organizations make the New
York State Envirothon financially possible. Sponsoring the Envirothon is a great way for 

Environmental Education Foundation of Soil and
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High school students from all over the 
state participate in the Envirothon.


