
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Overview 
 
History 
The Envirothon is North America’s largest high school environmental competition.  It was started by 
the Pennsylvania Association of Conservation Districts in 1979.  The first National Envirothon 
competition was held in 1988 with Iowa joining in the 1995-1996 school year.  Currently, teams 
representing over 57 states and Canadian provinces compete at the national level. 

The Iowa Envirothon is a state-wide program developed in conjunction with the NCF-Envirothon 
policies, with the top team in the state representing Iowa at the Nationals. 

Whether you have participated in past years or are new to the competition, please review the 
information on this site thoroughly.  If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to contact us at (515) 
289-8300 or email Envirothon Coordinator, Courtney Slagle, at admin@cdiowa.org. 
 
Envirothon Basics 
The Envirothon is a team competition for high school students. It is a problem-solving, natural 
resource education program for high school students. In the field, teams of five students are 
challenged to sharpen critical thinking skills and work as a team to conduct hands-on investigations 
and answer written questions concerning environmental issues in five categories: Aquatics, Forestry, 
Wildlife, Soils, and Current Environmental Issues. 

Envirothon Benefits 
The Envirothon Provides an incentive for students to integrate and apply knowledge and skills 
learned in biology, chemistry, earth science, botany, zoology and other science disciplines while 
stimulating, reinforcing and enhancing students’ interest in the environment, related careers, and 
Iowa’s natural resources. Of course, there is also the incentive of travel, scholarships, prizes and 
prestige! 

Program Sponsors 
The Iowa Envirothon is sponsored by the Conservation Districts of Iowa and their partners. The 
following agencies, organizations, businesses and individuals have supported the Iowa Envirothon 
through their contributions and donations: Conservation Districts of Iowa, EOR Iowa, LLC, Friend of 
CDI – Anna Golightly, Iowa Department of Agriculture & Land Stewardship – Division of Soil 
Conservation and Water Quality, Iowa Department of Natural Resources, Iowa Farm Bureau 
Federation, Iowa FFA Association, Iowa Pork Producers Association, Iowa Soil and Water 
Conservation Society, Iowa Soybean Association, Natural Resources Conservation Service, Smithfield 
Foods – Algona, Carroll, Denison, Mason City, Orange City, Sioux Center and Sioux City, Springbrook 
State Park, and Many Soil and Water Conservation Districts 

mailto:admin@cdiowa.org


Competitions 

 
General Format 
Students work in their five member teams to discuss and answer all questions. Teams rotate through 
time-limited stations where they answer multiple choice and short-answer questions that test their 
basic knowledge, identification skills, the use of basic equipment and procedures and the ability to 
interpret and apply that information to real-life scenarios. Each station addresses one of the four 
topical areas: aquatic ecology, forestry, soils, wildlife. During the Regional Competitions, current 
environmental issues with be addressed in each of the four areas. At the State Competition, a fifth 
station is added to address the current environmental issue.  

At Regional Competitions, emphasis is placed on knowledge of scientific principles and concepts. 
General understanding of biology and earth science as they relate to environmental issues will also 
be tested. Questions get more involved and challenging at the State and National levels. 

At the State and National levels, participating teams will be required to prepare and present how 
they would address a current environmental issue during an oral session. Details on this problem will 
be sent to all state competitors several weeks prior to the state competition. 

How does the competition actually work? 
Both Regional and State Competitions cover five categories: aquatic ecology, forestry, soils, wildlife 
and environmental issues. Teams rotate through time-limited test stations (4 at the Regional level 
and 5 at the State and National levels) that utilize a problem solving approach as well as testing 
general knowledge and identification abilities. Additionally, an oral presentation dealing with a 
current environmental issue must be given at the State and National levels. 

At each station, the team works as a group and only one answer sheet is completed. As each group 
completes a station, their answers will be taken to the official scorekeepers. The answers are 
checked, tallied and entered on the official scorecard.  At the end of the competition, there is a 
review session during which teams have the opportunity to look at their scored tests to note which 
questions they missed. No tests are taken home by any team. 

Goals of the Iowa Envirothon 
 Increase students’ knowledge and awareness of the interrelationship of our natural resources. 

 Promote environmental awareness and stewardship. 

 Develop students’ critical thinking, cooperative problem solving, and decision-making skills. 

 Present balanced options for management of our renewable and nonrenewable natural 

resources. 

 Provide awareness of and accessibility to resource organizations offering assistance in 

environmental issues. 

 

 



 

Regional Competitions 
 
Teams must compete in a Regional Competition in order to qualify for State. Teams can enter the 
Regional Competition that best fits their schedule and location parameters. Enrollment is limited 
to 16 teams per site, with spaces allocated as registrations are received. Due to the likelihood of cold 
weather in March and to ensure equality in testing conditions, Regional Competitions will be held 
indoors.  
 
Regional competitions are held in Cherokee, Red Oak, West Des Moines, Iowa City, and Waterloo 
 
The top 15 teams state-wide (only 2 teams per school), based on scores from all the Regional 
Competitions, will be invited to the State Competition. 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

State Competition 
The top 15 teams from around the state will meet on a Monday in April at the Des Moines YMCA 
Camp in Boone, Iowa. The competition will be held outdoors-rain or shine. In addition to the testing 
of general information, questions will also focus on asking students to demonstrate their skill in 
areas such as soil judging and use of soil surveys; knowledge of wildlife species and their habitat; 
determining parameters of water quality and knowledge of aquatic plant and animal species; forest 
species identification and equipment used in measurement of trees and forests. The students will 
also give an oral presentation as part of the State Competition. Students will be sent the oral 
presentation question approximately one month prior to the State event. Team work will be stressed 
at all sites. 

National Competition 
The top team in the State of Iowa will receive an expense paid trip to attend the National Envirothon 
Competition. During part of that time, teams from around the country will attend classes and 
participate in field studies to increase their knowledge about environmental issues that will help 
prepare them for the competition. They will also be given more information regarding the current 
events oral presentation topic, which will deal with the same topic as the State Competition. 



Rules and Regulations 
 

1. Team members must be enrolled in grades 9-12 during the school year preceding the national 
competition. 

2. Teams will consist of five members.  A team will not be allowed to compete unless there are five 
members present at the competition. 

3. Alternate team members may substitute for regular team members in the regional and state 
Envirothon competitions if properly registered. Unless needed on the day of the competition, 
alternates will not be allowed to attend the regional or state competition. 

4. Each school or club is permitted to register and send as many teams as they want to the regional 
competition but only the top two teams from each school or club will be eligible to compete at 
the state competition. Each student will be allowed to compete on one team only. 

5. Teams winning the regional competitions will be allowed no more than 2 alternates to substitute 
for the original 5 member team at the state competition. Alternates must be listed on the team 
roster prior to the state competition. 

6. Teams must be accompanied to any Envirothon competition by an adult advisor or 
representative of a soil conservation district. During the competition, however, the advisor may 
not accompany the team. Another adult will be assigned. 

7. The Envirothon shall consist of five competitive categories: aquatic ecology, forestry, soils, 
wildlife and environmental issues. 

8. The Envirothon competition will be conducted by personnel employed by cooperating local, 
state and/or federal agencies and volunteers from independent companies and environmental 
organizations.   

9. Team members are not to use or be in possession of any electronic recording or communication 
devices such as cell phones, tablets, tape recorders, video cameras, etc. during the competition 
or review session. Calculators are permitted.  Adults accompanying students are not permitted 
to video tape or record the competition or review sessions. 

10. Decisions of the judges are final. Tie breaker procedures will be determined and announced prior 
to the beginning of each Envirothon competition. 

11. Transportation and meals en route to the competition will be the responsibility of participating 
teams. 

12. Advisors will be responsible to assure that teams display proper conduct during the competition 
and at the host facility. 

13. Snuff, tobacco, drugs and all alcohol are PROHIBITED during the entire competition. (Rules 
applicable to local school code of conduct will apply) 

14. Registration forms must be legible and received by the announced deadline. All late or illegible 
registration forms will be rejected. An eighty dollar per team registration fee must accompany 
the registration form. The registration fee covers both the regional and state competitions. 

15. The winning team will be the team with the highest cumulative point total at the end of the five 
events. (Four events for the regional competitions. There will be no current issues oral 
presentation topic at the regional events.) 



16. The top 15 teams state-wide will move on to the state competition.  Winning at the regional level 
does not guarantee an invitation to the state competition.  Schools or Clubs having multiple 
teams in the top 15 will only be allowed to send the top two teams to the state competition. 

17. Only reference materials and keys provided by the Envirothon Coordinator and Volunteers at 
testing stations will be allowed. Reference packets will be provided at each station as necessary. 

18. Envirothon rules and regulations are subject to change. Any and all relevant changes will be 
explained to all teams and advisors at an affected Envirothon competition. 

19. Any suggestions for improvement of the Envirothon rules and regulations or procedures should 
be submitted in writing to the Iowa Envirothon Coordinator. All changes to the rules and 
regulations are based on a general consensus of the Coordinator. 

20. Individual students and teams may compete in consecutive years as long as the students are in 
grades 9-12.  There is no restriction on winning teams or students competing in future 
competitions. 

21. The team with the highest cumulative score at the State Envirothon Competition will represent 
Iowa at the National Envirothon.  In case of a tie, a tie breaker will determine the winning team.  
If this team is unable to attend, the team with the next highest score will be selected. 

22. At least one team member and one advisor must remain at the competition site for the duration 
of the scheduled day, including the award ceremony.  If an entire team leaves, they will forfeit 
any prizes or opportunity to advance to the next level. 

23. The winning team must make arrangements for travel to the National Competition in a timely 
matter. The Iowa Envirothon will attempt to cover the basic expenses of sending the team to the 
National Competition, but this cannot be guaranteed. Expenses incurred by the winning team 
due to delays in making arrangements or last minute changes in team or staff members will be 
the responsibility of the team. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Guide for Preparing for the Event 
 

While this program culminates in a competition, it is first and foremost an educational program 
designed to increase knowledge and awareness of our natural environment. Students should put as 
much time and effort into preparation as they would for any competitive event, such as football or 
band, in which they hoped to be state champions. With the opportunity to win an expense paid trip 
for five students and two chaperones to a week-long competition, significant effort is expected. 

Preparation should be on-going throughout the school year. While knowledge of basic ecological 
concepts is essential, equally important is the exploration of sampling and testing procedures and 
techniques used in water quality analysis, soil determinations, wildlife management, and forestry. 
Familiarity with identification guides for land and animal species is helpful. It is recognized that few 
schools have the equipment and expertise needed to study all of these topics, but all schools have a 
wealth of information available from local county conservation boards, Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, Iowa Department of Natural Resources, and local experts on environmental 
issues. 

Team work also should be emphasized. Learning to work together to explore new topics is 
important. While independent study is encouraged, students should meet regularly to discuss ideas 
and share different viewpoints. In the field of natural resource management, few issues are black 
and white. Consideration of many options and opinions should be encouraged to develop solutions 
that are environmentally, socially, and economically viable. Some teams prefer to have students 
specialize in specific areas of the competition, while others prefer that all team members have a solid 
background in all of the competitive categories. 

Most importantly, this program should be fun! Field trips, speakers, demonstrations, and study 
should focus on increasing the interest of students in the natural environment. Certainly, winning the 
Regional and State competitions may be an important goal for some teams, but creating a desire to 
learn more about environmental issues and increasing students’ awareness of their natural 
environment should be paramount. 

While some coaches use this program as part of their classroom curriculum, additional effort may be 
required in order to explore all of the topics. It should also be stressed that because of the highly 
competitive nature of this program at the National Envirothon, some of the material may be beyond 
the level normally taught in high school, especially for students in 9th and 10th grades. 
Upon registration, you will receive additional information and guidelines including learning 
objectives, resource materials, and study guides to assist you in preparing your team for the 
competition. 

 
 
 

 



Envirothon Training Tips 
 

1. Use the resources provided as a supplement to activities, speakers and field work experiences. 
Reading and memorizing the content is not only boring, it misses the whole aim of the program. 

2. Plan to cover topics as seasonally appropriate. It is much easier to learn to identify trees when 
they still have their leaves, but learning how to measure their height can wait until winter. Also, 
water that is not frozen is easier (and more fun to test than water that is literally ice cold). More 
animals may be active in warm weather, but their tracks and other signs are more readily 
apparent when there is snow on the ground. 

3. After teaching a new skill or concepts, incorporate practice time and references on a regular 
basis. For example, after learning tree id, have students identify trees on every excursion out of 
doors. 

4. Mix and match activity/lesson methods. Issues surrounding forest management can be 
introduced through a guest speaker, researched through readings, investigated through a local 
field study and culminated with a simulation exercise. 

5. Call on resource professionals and volunteers in your community. Ask for a tour of the water 
treatment plant after learning about water testing. Compare yours student’s water test results 
with those of the plant. County Conservation Boards, Soil and Water Conservation Districts, ISU 
Extension agents and foresters are other good resources. 

6. Ask students to bring in newspaper/magazine clippings concerning current environmental 
issues. How does/can the event affect them-directly (town is flooded) or indirectly (higher prices 
for bananas). What can they do about it? 

7. Encourage involvement in a local environmental project. Clean up a ravine while noticing 
erosion, tree species, water flow, etc. Create and tend an outdoor classroom. Work with the 
Nature Conservancy or other group on a land preservation deal. Sponsor a booth at a fair with 
environmental activities. 

8. Stress connections to everyday life and current science classes. Chemistry is obvious with 
studies of acid rain and tolerance levels of various aquatic organisms. Wildlife identification and 
zoology go hand and hand. Tree and wildflowers are a part of botany, etc. 

9. Don’t automatically give out all the answers or demonstrate all the methods. Although high 
school students are at first thrown when they ask “Is this answer right?” and your respond- “I 
don’t know. Did you do the procedure correctly? How can you check your answer?” in the long 
run will build confidence and competence. When environmental scientists are doing field work, 
there is no answer book. 

10. Remember a primary goal of the Envirothon is to increase students’ interest in, understanding 
of and involvement with the environment. They will be most enthusiastic when having fun with 
a purpose. Just like football players enjoy perfecting a new play that leads to a score, practicing 
new skills that produce important information can lead to pride…and maybe prizes! 

 

 



Coaches Tasks and Testimonials 
 

This is a brief overview of tasks conducted each month from current Iowa Envirothon coaches to 
help prepare students for the Iowa Envirothon and testimonials about why it is important to take 

part! 
 

August- Advertise; have introductory meetings 

September- Start weekly meetings; while weather is nice, get students outdoors with experts; go to 

local park, look at trees, practiced practicums, etc. 

October- Forestry Tree ID; learn to use different tools; aquatics sample; use soil probes to id 

horizons; share Envirothon documents with students 

November- Visit local center to study tracks, fur, nests, etc. for wildlife; contact county conservation 

department; begin student recruitment 

December- Continue weekly meeting and start using reading materials to focus more in depth; meet 

before break to pick meeting times 

January- Practice on early out Wednesday after school & one evening per week; meet with DNR 

urban forester; classroom materials/discussions 

February- Continue meeting twice a week; apply for grant to plant trees on campus; practice and 

meet with conservationist; take field trips to have students complete hand on/listening to 

professionals 

March- Regional competition; start oral presentations prep; continue practice for Regionals by 

looking at old tests 

April- Prep for State competition 

May- Prepare for Nationals if you are winning team 

June- Prepare for Nationals if you are winning team 

July- National Competition 

 

Envirothon Coach Testimonials 
“Envirothon provides a hands-on tool for learning. Getting outside is something very lacking in 
today’s teenage word. My students love our field trips! Their favorite part of the competition is 
preparing their oral presentation because it requires true teamwork, and problem-solving of a real-
world relevant problem (again-this type of challenge is often lacking in today’s educational world!)” 
 
“The more the students show an eagerness to learn, the easier it is to be a coach” 
 
“The Envirothon helps students connect with local environment and see different job opportunities” 


