Minnesota Master Naturalist program spreading in popularity
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A new volunteer nature-learning program developed jointly by the University of Minnesota Extension Service and the DNR is being welcomed with open arms throughout the state.

Called the Minnesota Master Naturalist Program, it ³trains adults about Minnesota¹s natural resources, teaches how to educate others, and provides opportunities to do conservation projects.² The program ³promotes awareness, understanding, and respect of Minnesota¹s natural environment by developing a corps of well-informed citizens dedicated to conservation education and service within their communities.² Anyone can become a Minnesota Master Naturalist Volunteer. In less than a year, programs were attended by hunters, anglers, farmers, bird watchers, conservationists, and outdoors enthusiasts, among many others. They worked in many different jobs and industries. No formal education is required. The program is for anyone who has a passion tied to Minnesota¹s natural resources.

Twenty-five other states are currently developing Master Naturalist programs. The goal of the program is to get more people teaching and talking about the state¹s natural resources.

³Any adult who is curious and enjoys learning about the natural world, wants to share that knowledge with others, and supports conservation can be a Master Naturalist by going through the training,² said Amy Rager, a regional extension educator based in Morris. ³Twenty people went through the pilot program at Fort Snelling. People are really excited about this. The four courses going on now are booked.² The program offers three curricula taught at local nature centers. The courses correspond to Minnesota¹s three major ecosystems: Big Woods, Big Rivers; Northwoods and Great Lakes; and Prairies and Potholes.

Each curriculum covers six basic topics: Systems, including ecology; The ancient history of Minnesota¹s natural resources, including the glacial ages and geology; Animals; Water, including rivers and lakes; Water animals; and How to be a Master Naturalist.

Volunteers complete a 40-hour course with expert instructors. They receive course manuals and certification of accomplishment. Final certification comes with the completion of 40 hours of volunteer service. To maintain their Master Naturalist Volunteer status, 40 hours of volunteer work is required annually.

Volunteer service projects are wide in scope, and might include: ³Helping students manage a school forest; assisting in teaching visitors about wildflowers at a nature center; leading a buckthorn removal project; organizing a water quality monitoring project; creating a brochure for a natural area; or monitoring monarch butterfly larvae.² ³The classroom instruction is really 101 level natural history and natural culture of Minnesota,² Rager explained. ³And then the 40 hours of annual service can be in any of four areas: program support; stewardship; citizen science; and education and interpretation.² In addition, volunteers are encouraged to specialize through annual eight-hour advanced training courses. The courses can cover almost any topic, from aquatic habitats to bird migration to forests and trees to native flower identification. Advanced training courses can be found outside the program by, for example, ³attending a class at a nature center, doing a field course on birding, or volunteering for a conservation organization.² ³We really want the volunteers to do what they¹re interested in,² Rager said. ³They get to explore things about Minnesota they¹ve always wanted to know about. They in turn, also help out in the management of Minnesota¹s natural resources.² Those who complete the program are given a custom designed award pin with the year of their course completion.

Each course costs $200 and includes manuals and classroom supplies.

If interested, environmental or science educators can be trained as instructors for the program.

Currently, programs are being taught at Spring Brook Nature Center in Fridley; Eloise Butler Nature Center in Minneapolis; and River bend Nature Center near Faribault. A fourth course will be taught at the Eastman Nature Center near Dayton, and is taking applications. While statewide there¹s a waiting list, specific local programs may still be open to registrants.

For more information, visiting the program¹s website at www.minnesotamasternaturalist.org.

