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ABSTRACT

This paper presents the findings of aresearch project undertaken to determine the waysin
which university affiliated nature centers support their university smission. This study was
conducted to establish baseline information. national norms, and other critical information for
nature center administrators to use in developing mission statements and strategic plans.
Findings from this study detail nomenclature, staffing. programming. research, facility/setting
descriptions, and various mission statements characterized by the participant nature centers. For
the purposes of this publication, only those findings related specifically to nature centers and
their roles in meeting mission goals within their respective universities will be discussed.







PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study was to identify those nature centers who are affiliated with
ingtitutions of higher learning ;-eeHectbaseline-ttermation-abeudt-these-eenters-and to analyze
how the missions of their respective affiliated institutions are supported by the mission of the

nature center. Nature centers who are affiliated with institutions of higher learning may sharein

the responsibility for fulfilling the missions of its university affiliate: Teaching, Research, and

Service. How then, should nature centers build a mission and strategic plan which supports

both- the integrity of environmental education and the purpose of a nature center, and all the

elements of auniversity mission?
Specificaly, this study asked the following:

 Who arethese university affiliated nature centers (UANC)?




* What are the essential elements of the center s mission statement and in what ways do

they support their affiliated university smission?




REVIEW OF PERTINENT LITERATURE

giveAn initial purpose of the literature review was to find definitions forte the terms  university-

affiliated and naturecenters . Tothisend university affiliated isbeing defined by the
authors as the —broad spectrum of affiliations a center may have with any institution of post-

secondary education-._A representative result of the search for nature center definitiorwas

found in

The American Association of Museum_s ;+epriated+rthe-1990 Directory_of -Natural
Science Centers-defines-anature-center-asfoHows:

For the purposes of accreditation, a nature center is defined as an organized and
permanent nonprofit ingtitution which is essentially educational, scientific, and cultural in
purpose with professional staff, open to the public on some regular schedule. The nature
center manages and interprets its lands, native plants and animals and facilities to
promote an understanding of nature and natural processes. It conducts frequent
environmental education programs and activities for the public (NSY F; 1990).




Based on these definitions, the potential population of this study was composed of natural history
museums, nature centers, environmental education centers, field stations, 4-H centers, arboreta,

botanical gardens, zoos and long-term ecological research stations housed in and/or administered

by an institution of higher education.

METHODOLOGY




Study Population

The population for this study was defined as all entities affiliated with an American
ingtitution of higher education which is essentially educational, scientific, and cultural in
purpose with professional staff, open to the public on some regular schedule. The nature center
manages and interprets its lands, native plants and animals and facilities to promote an
understanding of nature and natural processes. It conducts frequent environmental education
programs and activities for the public (NSYF; 1990).  Since a comprehensive list of these
entities did not exist, such alist had to be compiled before going further with this study.

To accomplish thistask, two World Wide Webb search engines were employed to gather the

organization-s nRames-and-addressescontact information,: Keywerds-used-r-combination-with-




Data Analysis
The gquantitative data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 14 to run descriptive
analyses, such as means, modes, percentages, ranges, and frequencies. In instances where the
collected data appeared to be bimodal, the two sets of values were analyzed separately.
Qualitative data was were analyzed through NV IV O software by using the open coding

method to establish receeurring- reedrring—themesrecurring themes. No prior discussions took

place among the researchers te that might determine, in advance, possible themes, which-might-
resulting from the research data. The qualitative datawaswere used to support and correlate with

the quantitative data findings.
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Those nature centers who identified themselvesas other represented conference centers, raptor
centers, herbariums, teambuilding challenge course, marine research and education center, camp,
national historic landmark, multi disciplinary field station, cultural history museum, conservation

museum, and a leadership center.

When asked to identify the departments with which their nature center was affiliated, 27
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The sources of funding cited by respondents included: direct funding from the affiliated

——TFhelastsection-ef-Tthe survey contained six administrative questions en-
pertaining to the nature center smission,its their affiliated institution's mission statement,
percentage of effort put forth towards the missions areas-of teaching/research/service, key
elements of the nature center s strategic plan, frequently used marketing tools, and budgetary

data.

| Mission Statement Analysis

Forty nature centers (66%) sent a copy of their center-s mission statements and 41 (83%)
of the affiliated uriversity—sIniversities mission statements were sent or gathered from the
wRtversty—siniversities website. Two nature centers reported they were in the process of

developing a new mission statement. The most common themes present in the mission

statements are presented in Table 18.



Table 18: Common Themes in tFhe University and Nature Center Mission Statements

University sMission Statements Nature Center sMission Statements
(n=41) (n=40)

Research, service, creation of new Promoting an awareness/understanding of
knowledge (24) theregion snatural history and educating

audiences as to how best utilize those
natural resources in a sustainable manner
(34)

Outreach (20) Research for the creation of new
knowledge, in both the social and natural
science disciplines and creating research
opportunities for university students and
faculty members (14)

Creating diversity (15) Preserving the center shbiological
diversity/cultural history/natural
features/collections for future generations

(10)
Developing students critical thinking | Supporting their affiliated University s
skills or ethics (15) mission (7)

Fifty one (51) organizations completed the question pertaining to the percentage of each
center seffort at addressing the three main missiors areas-of {Research, Teaching, and Service}.

The percentages shown belows; indicate the rumber-mean percentage of respendantsrespondents

listing some effort in that mission-area. The ranges indicate the span of effort pereentage-given

to each area. WWhen-these thi :The summary of

thisdatais presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Percent of Total Effort Allocated to Three Mission Areas
Mission area: % Effort Allocated:




Research: 27% Range: 0-99%
Teaching: 36% Range: 0-95%
Service:. 35% Range: 0-100%

| Strategic Plan Analysis

Analysis of the 28 strategic plans and their key elements produced 17 key component

areas. The most highly represented components were:

» developingDevel oping educational and hands-on opportunities for both the public and
academic audiences to interact and explore the natural world (5454 3%),

Itmproving the center sfacilitiesto better serve and support the university, increasing the
center sfunding (57%), and

\ » eenduetingConducting research related to theregion s natural history (14%).







Analysis of the collected mission statements revealed a distinct difference H-thefunetion-

betweenthe mission statements of universities and nature centers. The vast magjority of
university mission statements, like that of Penn State, purported a triad of basic missionstenets:
teaching, research, and service. Additionally, such ideals as creating diversity, becoming an
academic leader, or creating well rounded students were included in the mission statements.

Similarky to results published by Morphew and Hartley_(2006)2?2, this study concluded that

university mission statements typically reflect the values and ideals of the university s patrons
and board members, and tend to be more rhetorical than directive in nature.

Conversely, nature center mission statements are more directive in function. They appear
to be written to help guide the activities of the center by offering clear cut objectives such as
creating research opportunities for university students and faculty members. Many of the
mission statements objectives closely aligned with the key elements contained within the nature
center-s 'strategic plans. For example, 85% of the nature centers mission statements stated they
were attempting to promote an awareness and understanding of the region s natural history,
which was a so seen in 54% of the strategic plan-s 'key elements.

Along with aligning with the centers strategic plans there were also a number of areas of

overlap between the nature center and affiliated university mission statements, thus aHewingthe

eonetustento-bemade showing that nature centers sappert-thelaffHiated-Hasttdtionby often



acting as ateaching and service arm of the university. Fhis-eenelusion-tsturtherreinforeced-by-

programmatic-offerirgs—Al so, teaching and service eemprised were listed by 71% of the 51

organizations who answered the question pertaining to the percentage of effort put forth in each

of the three mission areas.

While the nature centers who participated in this study had awide range of mission
statements and mission emphases, there are a number of commonalties which can be found. For
instance, the primary programmeatic audiences are the general public, school groups,
undergraduate students and to a lesser extent K-12 teachers. At thistime, the data collected on

the types of programs offered to public and school audienrees—areaudiences are is too

inconclusive to determine just what the reoccurring themes may be. However, most nature
centers offer both audiences guided tours of their facilities. Secondly, devising waysto

overcome state or university budgetary reductions remains a significant concern.

CONCLUSION

Overall, this study indicates that the primary role of university affiliated nature centersin

supporting their affiliated university isto act as a service and teaching arm of the university.

Implications of thisfor nature center administrators point to the need for centersto identify the



variety of audiences, the diverse array of needs these audiences present, potential sources of
revenue, and developments in technology, as they develop their own mission statements. The

role of the university intoday srapidly changing world needs to be scrutinized carefully, as the

mission of nature centers are devel oped and/or revised.
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