
BUILDING COMMUNITY THROUGH EDUCATION 

For Dr. Todd Crail, a lecturer in environmental science at UT, science is not just a tool to 
understand the world around us; it provides a natural way to build community. From his 
early days volunteering at Oak Openings to wildland restoration at Irwin Prairie, Crail’s 
passion for educating the public continues to inform his approach to solving regional 
problems.	  

Landscape health is directly tied to the health of local 
rivers. Crail works to restore biodiversity and reduce 
nutrient inputs into the local watershed. Helping the 
community understand issues local to northwest Ohio is 
central to his restoration mission. Public talks, nature 
walks, and hands-on curriculum for students highlight 
how places without humans are changing dramatically. 

“We have natural assets all around us that are very 
underappreciated,” Crail said. He is quick to point out the 
globally unique composition of Irwin Prairie and the Oak 
Openings region. With approximately 1,300 native 
species of plants in Lucas County—and around 2,700 
total native species in the state—there are more 
rare species in this area than any other county in 
Ohio.  

Restoring the natural biodiversity reduces the 
amount of nutrients that flow into Lake Erie. The 
Oak Openings region is noteworthy in part due to 
its species that require fire. The organisms living 
in this community thrive in a fire-dominated system. This region is especially vulnerable 
to non-native and invasive species, which crowd out the native plants and wildlife 
necessary to balance the natural ecosystem.  

Protecting these local organisms begins with educating the public about the importance of 
native plants and animals. Lectures don’t build community, though. 

“What builds community is having space—a sense of place—and bringing people to it,” 
said Crail. He provides nature-based experiences for students in his courses, and for the 
public by volunteering at Oak Openings. Currently, he is restoring a degraded field in the 
region, which has about 150 native plant species in it.  

Crail also teaches students to engage with the natural world, and their local community, 
through urban agriculture, such as university and church gardens. He educates the 
community at large on the impact they can have through projects as small as planting a 
garden of native species in their own backyard. 
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Intellectual curiosity continues to drive Crail’s scientific work and his collaboration with 
the community. “Science is not about knowing, it’s about not knowing,” Crail tells his 
students. “That’s what I’m trying to get them to learn.” 

Ultimately, educating the public empowers them to contribute to their community in 
meaningful, impactful ways, and ensures that restoration efforts are informed by those 
directly affected by changes in their environment.  

  

	  


