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Ute Pass Elementary’s Mountain Academy of Arts and Sciences’ Excellence Recognized: CAEE Honors Community Builders with 2025 eeAwards
The Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education (CAEE) has announced the annual Awards for Excellence in Environmental Education. By sharing these stories, we honor the dedication of these individuals and organizations but also inspire others to become active participants and leaders in fostering a more environmentally conscious and collaborative community. This public recognition demonstrates that environmental and outdoor learning is not just about knowledge; it's about building a better, more sustainable future for Colorado.
The Mountain Academy of Arts and Sciences (MAAS) at Ute Pass Elementary School received the Innovative Environmental Education Program Award for 2025.
The Mountain Academy of Arts & Sciences (MAAS) is a 6th grade program at Ute Pass Elementary School (UPES) in Manitou Springs School District.  It was established twelve years ago after the Waldo Canyon Fire decimated the nearby mountain above Chipita Park and the subsequent flooding destroyed UPES's playground. UPES's enrollment was at the lowest level ever and parents were worried about Ute Pass being closed and being separated from their children.  The 6th grade program was added with the thought that this would be the perfect place to learn about the natural environment around UPES in a unique way that focuses on hands-on experiential learning, meaningful projects, and field trips where the learning comes to life in exciting ways. 
Access, equity, and inclusion are at the forefront of the programming and mission. MAAS believes that all students deserve exposure and experiences in the outdoors, and young people learn best by doing. By creating programming around environmental stewardship with a focus on sixth grade (in addition to connecting to younger students in the building), students show increased successes in the classroom, engagement in learning, and gain a voice when it comes to impacts on the environment.  Students in this program are motivated and excited on a daily basis to come to school and class.  This motivation translates into academic successes.  In 2024, CMAS scores for MAAS students outperformed state averages in Math by 47% and 21% in ELA.  Former MAAS students have gone on to lead student councils, work for the Youth Service Corps, and seek college degrees in environmental fields.

One way in which MAAS approach to Environmental Education shows high-quality and effective education is through its year-long investigation into local watersheds. Students begin the year by working as a team to set up a 55-gallon aquarium and learning how each part of the tank performs a role that a natural and healthy stream does. When 250 rainbow trout arrive from Colorado Parks and Wildlife in September, student groups are assigned various daily jobs to maintain and monitor the health of the water and growing fish. To deepen students’ connection to this unit, students take these lessons outdoors by exploring nearby Fountain Creek in search of macroinvertebrates and then identifying the species in order. 
MAAS and UPES teachers have also helped influence Environmental Education in the district, community, and state by guiding environmental education adoption at UPES through Project Learning Tree, leading Leave No Trace trainings, speaking at conferences, and creating new community partnerships.  In 2025, MAAS began working with the town of Green Mountain Falls, Friends of Ute Pass Trails, and the Historic Green Mountain Falls Foundation to pursue Leave No Trace Gold Standard Site Designation for local trails and parks. This partnership has already led to several service projects and the integration of Leave No Trace to minimize impacts when enjoying the outdoors and is just one of the reasons why MAAS was recognized as the 2024 Leave No Trace Youth Program of the Year.  
MAAS is shaping the next generation of environmental leaders through these efforts and inspiring a community-wide commitment to protecting the outdoors. For more information on the Mountain Academy of Arts and Sciences program, contact Principal Jackie Powell at jpowell@mssd14.org.

The following organizations and individuals were also selected as 2025 award recipients for their innovative, inclusive, and collaborative environmental and outdoor learning initiatives that help foster a thriving environmental and outdoor learning community throughout Colorado: 
Innovative Environmental Education Program Awards
Girls on Rock, CIRES Center for Education, Engagement and Evaluation
Out in Nature, City of Boulder Open Space and Mountain Parks

Outstanding Environmental Educator Awards
Ben Jacques, Bluff Lake Nature Center
Erica Wharton, Loveland Youth Gardeners
Pippi Graham, King-Murphy Mountain School

Outstanding Young Environmental Leader Awards
Elin Mischler, Mountain Studies Institute
Monse Estrada, SustainEd Farms

These nine individuals and programs were recognized for their contributions to environmental and outdoor learning on Thursday, September 18, 2025 at the YMCA of the Rockies in Estes Park, during CAEE’s Annual Advancing Environmental Education Conference.
For more information, visit caee.org/awards or contact CAEE at awards@caee.org.

About the Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education (CAEE) 
Environmental and outdoor education experiences are like charging stations that power up learning and enhance skills that will help Coloradans care for our world and sustain it for future generations. For over 30 years, the Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education has been supporting the network of over 850 educators in classrooms, nonprofits, nature centers, government agencies, higher education, businesses, and more who build these experiences with opportunities for professional development, generating and sharing new ideas, and community support.  Together, we are wiring up an extensive circuitry of rich contexts and collaborators in environmental and outdoor learning that support ALL schools, families, and communities across Colorado. To learn more about the Colorado Alliance for Environmental Education visit www.caee.org. 
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Jackie Powell, Principal at UPES speaks on the panel of environmental educators during the CAEE conference in Estes Park.
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Manitou Springs School District Staff receive the Innovative Environmental Education Program Award including Sarah McAfee, Executive Director of Schools (left of middle), Miles Groth, MAAS teacher and founder (middle), and Jackie Powell, Principal at Ute Pass Elementary School. Pictured with CAEE staff.
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MAAS students whitewater rafting in the Spring of 2025.
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MAAS students hiking during a camping trip at Great Sand Dunes National park in Spring of 2025.
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MAAS Student Aidan Corman ice fishing during the 2024-2025 school year.










[image: ]MAAS students hiking during the 24-25 school year.
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