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Origins of the Ohio Watershed Academy 
 

All across the United States, watershed collaboratives are forming to address 
water resource management issues. In Ohio, government agencies are 
encouraging the formation of watershed collaboratives for the purposes of 
developing and implementing comprehensive watershed management plans. In 
2000, the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency (OEPA) and Ohio Department 
of Natural Resources (ODNR) created a grant program whereby watershed 
collaboratives could hire full-time watershed coordinators to lead local 
stakeholders in developing watershed management plans. Recognizing the need 
to provide some basic training in collaborative planning for these new positions, 
administrators from OEPA and ODNR approached Ohio State University 
Extension about creating a professional development course in collaborative 
watershed planning for watershed coordinators and other interested watershed 
group leaders and participants. The Ohio Watershed Academy (OWA) was thus 
created with funding from OEPA using federal dollars under the Clean Water 
Act, Section 319. 
 

Course Design 
 

The purpose of the OWA is to develop the capacity of students to facilitate 
collaborative watershed planning efforts by introducing them to some of the 
basic elements of the process. The following topic areas are covered in the 
course curriculum: 

• Overview of watershed planning 
• Group facilitation  
• Running effective meetings 
• Understanding water quality criteria 
• Developing problem statements 
• Creating a watershed inventory 
• Designing effective outreach programs 

 
Most coursework is conducted with students working through a series of 
instructional modules and submitting assignments electronically via the Internet. 
The Web interface was developed by technicians in the Section of 
Communication and Technology in the College of Food, Agricultural, and 
Environmental Sciences at the Ohio State University (OSU). Instructional 
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modules and corresponding assignments are posted on the OWA website and 
include learning objectives, an introduction to the topic, required and 
recommended readings, and a description of the assignment(s) to be completed 
by the student.  
 
In addition to the standard assignments, students also complete two in-depth 
learning projects during the five-month course. Students are encouraged to work 
in pairs or small groups on a watershed-related topic of their choice and students 
develop their own learning objectives, activities, and products.  Summaries of 
the in-depth learning projects are presented to the class and posted on the 
academy website. 
  
The third component of the course involves face-to-face meetings where 
students have an opportunity to meet for presentations from invited speakers and 
share the outcomes of their in-depth learning projects. These meetings also 
provide students with time to build social networks and share experiences with 
peers. 
 

The Students 
 
The first class of 39 students began in December 2000. A total of five classes 
(86 students) have since graduated from the OWA. The current class has an 
enrollment of nineteen (19) students and will graduate in March 2006.  The 
majority of the academy students are full-time watershed coordinators who are 
required by their grant sponsors (OEPA and ODNR) to write a watershed action 
plan in collaboration with local stakeholders. Some students are not watershed 
coordinators, but are employed in teaching, soil and water conservation, 
planning, and other related professions. A few students are engaged in unrelated 
professions and became involved in watershed planning as volunteers, or are 
taking the course for academic credit. The age, years of resource management 
experience, and academic and professional background of the watershed 
coordinators varies widely. Some have retired from their first careers, while 
others are in their first professional position after college. 
 

Curriculum Based on Principles of Adult Education 
 
Staff at OSU Extension developed the curriculum and course design. An 
external multi-disciplinary and multi-stakeholder advisory committee provided 
feedback on course design and developed many of the instructional modules. 
Both the content and overall design of the course was created following the four 
components of Merriam and Caffarella’s adult learning theory (Merriam and 
Caffarella 1991).  

• Life experience as a content/trigger to learning 
• Self-direction and autonomy 
• Self-reflection 
• Expression of learning 
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Experiences from Early Academy Classes (Years I–III) 
 
Between spring 2000 and summer 2003, an extensive formative evaluation 
process was conducted on the first three OWA courses. Evaluation questions 
were developed by OSU Extension staff with input from an advisory group 
made up of representatives of funding agencies (OEPA, ODNR) and other 
stakeholder groups (e.g., watershed collaboratives) and nonformal educators. 
Several methods were used to collect evaluation data, including written and on-
line surveys and phone interviews. A total of 32 written surveys (89% response 
rate) were completed by students from the first two courses. Phone interviews 
were conducted after each of the first three academy courses. A total of 27 
interviews were conducted with participants who volunteered to be interviewed. 
 
An evaluation framework, based on Bennett’s Hierarchy—a widely used 
extension program evaluation and planning model—was used to generate 
evaluation questions. We were interested in learning not only how participation 
in the academy affected students’ knowledge, attitudes, skills and aspirations, 
but also how the structure, design and delivery of the program enhanced or 
detracted from the learning experience. In other words, we wanted to know if a 
quality learning experience was being offered.  
 

Academy Classes IV–VI: A More Learner-centered Design 
 
Several months before the fourth academy class began in January 2004, OSU 
extension staff reviewed the formative evaluation findings from the previous 
three classes. Two areas requiring significant adjustments were identified: 1) the 
workload was still too great for many students, and 2) participants were calling 
for more self-direction in choosing which assignments to complete and in what 
sequence to complete them. To address the first concern, the course was 
shortened from more than six months to four. Also, students would no longer be 
required to complete all the assignments, but would choose ten of a total of 19 
assignments to complete, based on their personalized educational objectives, 
which were co-created with the instructors during pre-course phone interviews. 
These phone interviews were adopted for the fourth class in an attempt to clarify 
expectations (e.g., time required, course content) on the part of both student and 
instructor before potential students committed to participation in the course. 
 
Another innovation developed to allow students more self-direction in creating 
their learning experience was the in-depth learning projects. These were 
designed by the students at the first orientation meeting and again at the second 
mid-term face-to-face meeting and could be completed individually or in teams. 
Students worked with instructors to identify learning objectives, activities, and 
outcomes (products in the form of presentations or materials that could be 
shared with the other students). The outcomes of their in-depth learning projects 
were presented to their fellow students and invited guests at the mid-term and 
final face-to-face meetings. The purpose of the in-depth projects was not only to 
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give students an opportunity to explore a topic of particular relevance to their 
current work responsibilities or interests, but also to give students an opportunity 
to express their learning through peer teaching.  
 
At the time this paper was written, the sixth OWA course was still two months 
from completion, but interim evaluation results indicate that students greatly 
appreciated the flexibility allowed in selecting assignments, both in terms of 
which assignments would be completed and their sequence for completion. 
Although students were required to select their assignments at the initial 
orientation meeting, several students made adjustments to their schedule 
throughout the course, based on emerging issues in their work and in their 
watersheds assignments.  
 
Although the numbers fluctuate from year to year, the average academy class 
graduates about 70% of the original enrollees. Most of the students cited heavy 
workloads, busy lives, and job changes as reasons for withdrawing. No one cited 
dissatisfaction with the course as the reason, though a few did not communicate 
any reasons for withdrawing. 
 

Conclusions 
 
Educational programs that target water resource management professionals can 
be designed with the needs and characteristics of adult students in mind. In 
designing the OWA, we have strived to: 

• Respect the pre-existing knowledge and life experiences of our students; 
• Provide them with opportunities to critically reflect on their practices 

and express their learning objectives; and 
• Create opportunities for building professional relationships. 

 
Evaluations from the first five classes provided valuable information about the 
program’s strengths and weaknesses. Based on student feedback, the strengths 
included: 

• Relevance of course content to professional roles; 
• Exposure to new perspectives on watershed planning, particularly 

related to stakeholder participation; and 
• Opportunities to network and socialize with other watershed 

professionals. 
 

Recommendations 
 
Developing educational programs is similar to watershed planning in the sense 
that effective educational programs must be appropriate to local context and 
adapted over time based on trial and error. Therefore, our strongest 
recommendation for developing nonformal watershed education programs for 
adults is to design a thorough structure for formative evaluation using multiple 
methods to gather feedback from students on their experiences. Methods we 
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have found useful include on-line feedback forms accessible every time the 
students submit an assignment, written forms completed at face-to-face meetings, 
and phone interviews. In response to evaluation results and our own self-
reflection, we have attempted to provide our students with greater autonomy in 
determining the content and timing of learning activities. We have challenged 
them to question their assumptions about watershed planning and we have 
created more opportunities for students to identify and address their own 
educational needs through in-depth learning projects. In summary, we have 
attempted to create an educational program that will lead students through a 
process of self-discovery and leave them with a greater capacity to address their 
own professional needs in the future.  
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