ARIZONA
ASSOCIATION FOR

EDUCATION

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: Arizona Association for Environmental Education Announces Annual Excellence in
EE Award Winners

Flagstaff, Arizona, September 12, 2026— The Arizona Association for Environmental Education (AAEE) is pleased
to announce the winners of the annual eeExcellence in Environmental Education Awards, celebrating
outstanding individuals, schools, and organizations advancing environmental literacy across Arizona.

At an in-person ceremony on September 12, 2026, at Northern Arizona University, AAEE recognized six individuals
and four organizations, programs, or businesses who have made significant impacts and contributions to the
environmental education field through innovative and inspiring practices. This year's awardees demonstrate
extraordinary commitment to fostering environmental stewardship, connecting youth and communities to Arizona's
unique ecosystems, and driving sustainable practices statewide.

The 2026 awards recognize the following, making an impact in Arizona:
Outstanding Junior/Young Professional in Environmental Education

e Ariana Ewell, Desert Botanical Garden; recognized for translating complex conservation science into
information people can understand and use.

Outstanding Environmental Educator in Informal or Non-formal Settings

e Juanita Armstrong, Maricopa County Parks and Recreation Department; recognized for helping thousands
of volunteers, students, interns, and community members move beyond simply appreciating the Sonoran
Desert to actively caring for it.

Outstanding Environmental Educator in P-12 Settings

e Patrice Whalen, AAEC Early College High School; creating hands-on environmental learning experiences that
connect students with real-world issues through field studies, conservation projects, science fairs,
community science, and inquiry.

Outstanding Environmental Educator in Higher Education

e Alejandra Enriquez-Gates, Arizona State University; recognized for connecting sustainability, systems
thinking, global learning, mentorship, and community engagement in ways that extend environmental
education far beyond a single classroom or campus.

Outstanding Environmental Education Program

e The Desert Defenders Program, Maricopa County Parks and Recreation; recognized for connecting
conservation organizations, community scientists, and volunteers; the program gives people the knowledge,
skills, and confidence to help protect and restore the Sonoran Desert.

Outstanding Nonprofit Organization Committed to Environmental Education

e Friends of Saguaro National Park; recognized for helping preserve and protect the Sonoran Desert while
ensuring that young people and communities have meaningful opportunities to experience, understand,
and care for Saguaro National Park.

Outstanding Governmental Agency Committed to Environmental Education

e Catalina State Park; recognized for its Traveling Nature Program, which has taken the Sonoran Desert
beyond its physical boundaries and brought hands-on learning directly to children and communities who
may not otherwise have the opportunity to visit a state park.

Outstanding Business Committed to Environmental Education

e Out Back Learning LLC; recognized for offering young children something many families increasingly

struggle to find: accessible, relationship-centered early learning rooted in nature.
Lifetime Achievement in Environmental Education

e Randall (Randy) Babb; recognized for three decades of work at the AZ Game and Fish Department,
translating science into experiences people could understand and remember.

e LoriAnne Warren; recognized for almost three decades of building opportunities for people to care for the
environment, connect with each other, and help them feel as though they belong in the work of
stewardship.

The Arizona Association for Environmental Education is a network of professional educators in formal and
non-formal educational spaces, who teach people of all ages. AAEE connects and equips EE providers with their
community through training, mentoring, and sharing resources. AAEE is an affiliate network of the North American
Association for Environmental Education.
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