
 

 1023 Springdale Road, Bldg. 1, Suite J • Austin, Texas 78721 • info@ecorise.org • www.ecorise.org • @EcoRise  1 

Gen:Thrive Proposal 
SEPTEMBER 22, 2020 
 

GRANT PURPOSE 
This grant will drive the next phase of development for Gen:Thrive, a K–12 environmental education (EE) 
initiative that uses GIS mapping and data visualization to track EE programs alongside equity and climate 
challenges in order to identify gaps in services, partnership opportunities, and strategies for effectively 
serving our most vulnerable communities.  
 

PROJECT OVERVIEW 
Across the nation, thousands of organizations are offering EE programs for K–12 students; however, we 
lack a data-driven strategy for collective impact that would allow us to scale environmental literacy 
programs with a focus on equity and climate resilience. In January 2019, EcoRise launched a pilot 
project in Texas to address this challenge, starting with a statewide survey and landscape analysis of  
K–12 EE programs. This first phase activated enormous community engagement, producing a 
preliminary ArcGIS and network map, field trend analysis, and program directory. The process involved 
hundreds of organizations, and the resulting deliverables have continued to spark great enthusiasm, 
both locally and nationally. See Appendix 2 on page 9 for a partial list of those organizations.  
 
In the spring of 2020, EcoRise renamed the initiative Gen:Thrive and expanded upon the effort to 
collect data and build networks among Texas EE service providers. The effort includes engaging a wide 
spectrum of organizations, municipal departments, and state agencies that serve K–12 students with 
programming related to environmental literacy, green building, outdoor learning, e-STEM, and 
environmental justice. With the completion of a comprehensive survey and map this November, our 
next goal will be to identify strategies to bring resources to communities that lack access to EE 
programming and that are most vulnerable to social and environmental risks. 

 
Project Vision & Expansion 
The long-term vision of Gen:Thrive is to offer community leaders a platform from which they can 
conduct a landscape analysis and track K–12 environmental education programs via customizable 
surveys, interactive maps, and data visualization and reporting tools so that they can answer the 
following questions: 
• Where are environmental literacy programs happening and how many of our schools are engaged 

in teaching environmental sustainability? 
• With a lens on equity, environmental justice, and climate risk, which communities could benefit from 

these programs the most? 
• How can service providers be more strategic and collaborative in order to scale the reach of EE 

programs? 
• How can we more effectively demonstrate the value and connection between environmental 

literacy programs and health, social justice, workforce development, and educational achievement? 
 

While this project has initially focused on Texas, the infrastructure and processes have been designed 
with the intent of replication in additional states. Earlier this year, EcoRise led a K–12 EE landscape 
analysis and mapping project in partnership with the Louisiana Department of Education. In early 2021, 
EcoRise plans to begin collaborating with partners to expand the Gen:Thrive platform to include 
Missouri and the Southeastern Environmental Education Alliance (Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Alabama). 
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PROJECT ANALYSIS 
Key Success Factors 
Looking at the goals and intended activities for 2021, it will be essential for EcoRise to ensure our 
technology is working well for various audiences across Texas and in other states. As we further 
develop the Gen:Thrive platform and tools, securing the resources, bandwidth, and expertise needed 
to make our platform adaptive and customizable is essential so that we can respond to our expanding 
community and troubleshoot issues as they arise. Because our partners depend on our ability to 
provide reliable technology tools and nonbiased services, strong relationships built on comradery, trust, 
and transparency are essential. While the work we have conducted on this project so far has resulted in 
enormous support and buy-in for Gen:Thrive, it is critical that we continue fostering these relationships 
and maintaining a posture of listening as we seek to build solutions that are of true service to our 
common goals. By articulating our shared vision and values and being honest about our intentions, 
capacity, and commitment, we can create lasting, effective partnerships. 
 
Main Challenges and Risks  
Gen:Thrive is dependent on engagement and information sharing among hundreds (and soon 
thousands) of organizations. With this territory come expected challenges related to participant 
engagement and data accuracy. While we have had relatively high engagement levels in the project to 
date, maintaining this engagement has required enormous persistence, patience, and follow-though. In 
Texas, EcoRise identified and compensated regional leaders to organize and conduct outreach to their 
local EE service providers. The efforts of these leaders, which included hosting information and strategy 
sessions with local stakeholder groups, greatly bolstered participation levels. As we expand Gen:Thrive 
to additional states, local EE networks will lead all outreach and data collection efforts and EcoRise will 
exclusively support the technology platform (survey, database, user profiles, reporting tools, field 
analysis, etc.). Through the professional learning community, additional sharing of strategies and 
approaches will be cross-pollinated among EcoRise and leaders in other states.  
 
Beyond the relational and technology challenges inherent to conducting massive community surveys, 
the unique challenge we face this year is the “wild card factor” of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our School 
Integration goals are particularly vulnerable to this risk. While we would like to organize a school district 
pilot next summer and build a hyper-local map, landscape analysis, and strategic report for our district 
partner, these activities are contingent on the stability and bandwidth of schools. For this reason, we 
will not be actively pursuing this initiative until we have more information in the spring. 
 
Relatedly, survey outreach and participation of K–12 EE providers were challenged this year as the 
pandemic brought dramatic changes to the field. With reduced staff and budgets and program delivery 
reinventions, some providers refrained from participating due to lack of clarity on the future of their 
work. In response to this reality, we modified our survey to ask “which schools have access to your 
programs” rather than requesting a list of schools actively engaged in their programs. We may need to 
make additional modifications if conditions persist.  

 

ABOUT ECORISE 
Mission  
EcoRise is a nonprofit social enterprise whose mission is to mobilize a new generation of leaders to 
design a sustainable future for all. We offer school-based programs that empowers students to tackle 
real-world challenges in their communities by teaching sustainability, design, and social innovation.  
 
School Programming 
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EcoRise partners with a wide variety of K–12 schools throughout the country and prioritizes serving 
youth in historically underrepresented communities in both urban and rural regions. We work directly 
with K–12 educators to integrate our professionally published, bilingual, and standards-aligned 
programs directly into their existing courses and programs. Over the past six years, EcoRise has 
evolved from a local direct-service provider into a nationally recognized leader in sustainability 
education, serving over 1,800 schools; 4,500 educators; and 256,000 students in 49 U.S. states and in 
49 other countries today. We provide schools with curriculum, teacher training and support, access to 
our online learning management system, and student project microgrants. Curricula include Sustainable 
Intelligence, Design Studio, Biomimicry and Science: Applying Nature’s Strategies, Green Building 
Lessons for a Sustainable Future, and The Business of Social Good. We have also created lesson 
packages teachers can use to introduce their students to electric vehicles, water footprints, their green 
school as a teaching tool, and environmental justice. With our student microgrant program, students 
can identify ways to improve the environmental efficiency of their school campus and then apply for a 
microgrant to implement practical solutions that lead to an identified environmental benefit, such as a 
certain number of pounds of waste diverted from the local landfill or kilowatt hours of electricity saved.  
 
The EcoRise Ambassador Program develops, empowers, and recognizes educators as community 
leaders and local champions of environmental education programming. The exemplary teachers in this 
program hone personal leadership, presentation, and outreach skills that will help them become more 
effective EE practitioners and advocates. Ambassadors receive a stipend and ongoing support from 
EcoRise staff to help them champion EE in their communities. We also provide a Problem-Based 
Learning (PBL) Academy for school districts that empowers administrators, bolsters internal support 
networks, and provides instructors with professional development and planning tools that allow them to 
design effective PBL experiences for their students. In addition, we have formed many rewarding 
partnerships over the years to develop innovative curricula and programs, to expand into new regions, 
and to provide students with valuable real-world experiences. 
 

ORGANIZATIONAL EXPERIENCE AND COMPETENCY 
Gen:Thrive’s progress to date is a strong indicator of the project’s continued promise as EcoRise has 
demonstrated an ability to work strategically, mobilize community engagement, and accomplish prior 
stated goals, objectives, and vision. In addition, the following are examples of key experiences that 
have helped us develop competencies for this project: 
 
Surveying & Systems Analysis: EcoRise led a project on behalf of the Department of Environmental 
Education (DOEE) in Washington, DC, to identify all of the environmental education (EE) providers in 
the area; create an annotated directory of those providers; and summarize the strengths, challenges, 
and opportunities for improving the DOEE’s K–12 programs with alignment to district standards.   
 
Strategic Collaborations: One of our earliest formative collaborations was between EcoRise, the U.S. 
Green Building Council (USGBC) in DC, and Instituto Thomas Jefferson (ITJ) in Mexico City. We 
developed our core, K–12 bilingual program, Sustainable Intelligence (SI), in close partnership with ITJ 
educators. This partnership brought a global perspective to our work, allowed us to gain insights from 
exemplary educators, provided a testing ground for lessons, and allowed for the rapid translation of our 
materials into Spanish. While creating SI, we also helped inform the development of a global online 
learning platform USGBC was creating for K–12 schools. This platform, called Learning Lab, provides  
best-in-class lessons and resources that encourage sustainability literacy, and real-world action. SI was 
the first curriculum added to the platform and we helped inspire and recruit other partners. As a 
USGBC education partner, LEED-credentialed experts at the USGBC also reviewed our Green Building 
Lessons for a Sustainable Future curriculum to ensure the validity and accuracy of that course.  










