Ajeé Witherspoon
Education Specialist, Detroit Zoological Society




Graduated MSU in 2016 with a B.A. in Human
Development & Family Studies
o Minorin Women’s Studies
Currently obtaining my Master’s in Social Work
from Madonna University
o Clinical track with a specialization in Mental
Health with a minor in Community
Engagement & Leadership
Currently an Education Specialist with the
Detroit Zoological Society




Overview of the Program

ESlis a youth development ~ AS @ capstone project, the
program in which Detroiters ~ Youth also investigate

aged 16-19 years-old environmental issues
explore careers in the affecting Belle Isle and the
natural resource and Great Lakes watershed as
conservation field, discover thley.are mtroducgd to
recreation opportunities in wildlife conservation and
the state of Michigan and environmental stewardship
build their employability through hands-on projects,
skills. training and fieldwork.

These experiences support the youth in expanding their comfort with
nature as they develop various skills applicable to their professional,
personal, and academic lives. These skills range from species observation
and identification to managing time effectively.




Creating a positive and safe space

Interns build relationships with their peers and
mentors. This intimate team dynamic allows for
each intern to celebrate and inspire each other while
also healing from experiences of otherness and
exclusion

- Part of creating a supportive and safe space
means building trust between me and every
intern as well as trust amongst the group

- Journaling
- Community contracts
- Open dialogue






Facilitating positive experiences in nature

Interns participate in a variety of outdoor recreational
activities such as beekeeping, snorkeling, camping and
canoeing. All of these activities meet their developmental
needs, challenge them and build reverence for nature.

Developmental needs:

physical activity
competence & achievement
self definition

creative expression
meaningful participation
positive social interaction
structure & clear limits

NO RN









Making connections with other naturalists and
conservationists

Interns are introduced to other enthusiasts and
professionals to build their professional network and
understand how nature can be enjoyed in many ways.

Interns are able to meet and engage with:

- Environmental educators

- State park workers and officials

- Government workers and officials

- /ookeepers

- Sustainability and conservation experts
- Scientists

- Enthusiasts

- Formerinterns






Hearing conservation stories

Interns hear stories from a diverse group of professionals
about conservation efforts to enhance their knowledge, build
reverence and take action.

- The Detroit Zoological Society (SSP and rescue stories)

- Green Toe Garden (Bee Conservation)

- Becky Johnson, DZS (Mudpuppy Conservation)

- Belle Isle staff/ DNR (habitat restorations,
non-indigenous species removal and fish hatcheries)






Exploring careers

Exploring careers in the conservation field allow for
interns to improve their knowledge of career options
and see themselves in these roles.

Careers relating to conservation in:

- Military - Finance

- Law enforcement - Construction

- Qutreach - Civic environmentalism
- Research - Writing

- Education - Music

- Recreation - Art

- Activism - Dance

- Policy/ Government






Practicing environmental skills and doing conservation work

Interns leave the program with certifications, training and
experiences that could give them an edge when applying for
future jobs and prepare them to be leaders and standout
employees.

Certification the Interns Leave With:

- CPR - Infants, children and adults
- ALS
- BLS
- First Aid - Infants, children and adults
- Stop The Bleed
- Hunter safety
- Fishing license
- Leave No Trace
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/1P0vNXtdC-mOgyB-18OtvPoQpofh2QJxV/preview

20

Impact on Youth

By the end of the
program, many report
leaving with new
thoughts and feelings
about themselves and
the realization of how
capable and resilient
they are

Many have also worked
through personal
trauma and developed
coping skills, a positive
self-identity and
self-love

Many interns have spoken
about how having
consistent access and
engagement with nature
has shaped and developed
their identity as an
environmental steward

Others have credited the
program with developing
their beliefs relating to
environmental justice,
climate change and
sustainability —
information that will help
them advocate for
changes in their
community

Our interns have also
reported how inspired
they are to adopt more
environmentally-consci
ous behaviors such as
no longer swatting
bees, using sustainable
products, and
becoming ethical
consumers

These changes make
what they're learning
more relevant and help
develop a deeper
interest in nature.

From our ESI program, many of our interns have gone on to accept job positions and

explore other opportunities in the natural resources field.
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Things to Consider

“Curiosity conserves nature”
For a lot of BIPOCs and marginalized groups,
connecting with nature means facing systemic racism

and safety concerns

Disproportionate access and engagement in nature is
an issue for EVERYONE to solve

We all experience the outdoors differently
Model the behavior you want to see

Programs like ESI are not universall We need more!
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Action ltems

~  Support and advocate for policies
and initiatives that further connect
youth to nature

~  Build and leverage relationships
with government representatives,

and public policy experts at every

evel

Promote outdoor recreation and
conservation among BIPOC and
other marginalized communities by
practicing cultural humility and
spending time within these
communities

Join and promote social
movement such as
#latinosOutdoors,
#BlackBirdersWeek and
#IndigenousWomenHike

Dispel and counter
stereotypes and examine
your own blindspots and
biases

Support affinity groups
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Contact Information

Ajee Witherspoon, Education Specialist
Detroit Zoological Society

Email: awitherspoon@dzs.org

Direct Line Number: (248) 336-5895
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