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Grassroots Ecology Overview 
New name for program with 45 year history (most recently known as Acterra Stewardship) 
Mission:  involve, educate, and inspire the public to create healthy ecosystems in our urban 

communities, natural lands, and waters 
Strategies: 
• Engage a broad and diverse base of individuals in restoration, education, and environmental 

stewardship.  
– 11,500 people involved in 920 volunteer and educational events this past year 

• Enhance the ecological health, functionality, and resiliency of a diversity of habitats. 
– 22 sites and 8 watersheds encompassing over 2,200 acres 

• Collaborate with public and private partners to create a larger regional impact. 
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History 

• 2000 Palo Alto expands existing in-classroom offerings 
into a new program in collaboration with consultant 
team Jan Raissle and Susanne Mulcahy 

• 2016 Palo Alto contracts with Grassroots Ecology to 
continue the program 

• Last year the program reached 3,820 students at 145 
presentations in 19 schools and six communities 

 



Palo Alto Regional Water Quality Control Plant 
Water Pollution Prevention Education Programs 

Outreach 

• Many teachers repeat each year and are proactive about 
contacting us 

• Emails and phone calls made to schools that do not reach us 

• Brochure available online  

• Contact cleanbayeducation@cityofpaoalto.org 
 

 
 

 



 

Goals/Strategy: 

• Several connections throughout the students’ years in the 
public school system 

• Use activity or game-based approach 

• Students learn how they can be part of the pollution solution 
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Water Pollution Prevention Education Program Classes 



•Students learn about the impact of plastics in watersheds  

•They learn alternatives to plastics and how to be part of the pollution solution 

•They decorate a reusable bag of recycled plastic to take home. 



• Students work together to assemble a insect habitat puzzle 
while reading facts about insects  

• Facts cover insect biology, ecology, pesticides and their 
alternatives 

• Focus on listening and teamwork skills 

• Opportunity (with no pressure) to eat a bug! 



• San Francisco Bay in a jar 

• Students take turns emptying film cans with “pollutants” in order of historic 
occurrence into the jar. 

• We talk with students about how they can help keep these pollutants out of 
their local creeks. 
 
 
 



Students take a hands-on look at the impact of mercury on 
San Francisco Bay through the lens of the Gold Rush 

•Fits well with the 4th grade Gold Rush history 
•Students learn about bioaccumulation using a roll 
playing food chain game 
•Can be applied to any bioaccumulating pollutants, 
not just mercury 
•New visual aids allow students to better visualize 
Bay life 
•Fun facts about each organism are shared 



Using the “Enviroscape,™” an interactive tabletop relief model, students learn 
about watersheds and their impacts. 
 •Students help build the model 

•They then sprinkle “pollutants” on the model 
•“Rain” from spray bottles simulate washes pollutants to the bay 
•Follow-up discussions of actions they can take.  



•We first review treatment processes, safe lab procedures 
and microscope techniques 

•Excitement in the class is audible as the students 
discover new life in their scopes 

•Students draw and compare their organisms to photos for 
ID 

•The lab teaches about Nature’s services and the need to 
keep products from the sewers that can harm the 
microbes treating their waste. 



Program Evaluation 
• Postcards provided to each teacher to obtain feedback.  

• The average teacher rating for the year was 4.9 out of 5 

• 96 percent of the class showed an increased understanding of the difference between the 
storm drain and sewer systems 
 

 



Future of the Water Pollution Prevention 
Education Program  

• Improve the program through updating props and materials  

• Communicate alignment with Next Generation Science 
Standards 

• Reach more students in underserved communities such as 
East Palo Alto 

• Consider programming for high school students 

 



Contact 

Contact Information 
Julie Weiss 
City of Palo Alto--Watershed Protection 
Project Manager 
(650) 329-2117 
Julie.weiss@cityofpaloalto.org 
 
 

 

 

 
Claire Elliott 
Senior Ecologist 
Grassroots Ecology 
(650) 419-9880 ext. 336 
claire@grassrootsecology.org 
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