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Educator Award – An individual or school educating the 
youth of Nebraska about the importance of trees and the 
history of Arbor Day. Extracurricular activities, special 
programs, or any other program or event the 
educator/school does above and beyond the normal 
education process would qualify. 

As the out-of-school time director for Crete Public Schools, 
Joel Bramhall’s passion for trees has taken root in the 950+ 
students who participate in K-12 afterschool programming. 
Joel’s initiative to cultivate a generation of environmental 
stewards led to the launch of an innovative project entitled 
‘GPA: Greenhouse, Prairie & Arboretum’, which he missioned 
to restore and modernize the onsite arboretum. 

As the curator for Crete Public Schools Arboretum, Joel has 
transformed the living plant museum by enhancing its 
outdoor learning capabilities. These enhancements include 
digital tree identification and mapping, the installation of 



physical interpretative signage, along with additional upgrades to the outdoor classroom, 
memorial water fountain, greenhouse, and native prairie garden. The restoration has 
fostered a greater ‘sense of place’ for students and visitors, while encouraging 
environmental stewardship, sustainable living, and community wellness. 

By meeting students and visitors where they are, which in the 21st century is on their 
phones and laptops, Joel reimagined nature education by championing a digital-first 
immersion approach to public garden engagement. The online map catalogs each tree’s 
coordinates, provides users with the tree’s common and scientific names, lists identifiable 
features, the background and history of the tree, a playable audio clip narration from the 
individual or alumni group who planted it, a high-resolution photo, and access to tree 
profiles from the Nebraska Forest Service and the Arbor Day Foundation’s databases. 

Joel’s revitalization of the arboretum as a functional learning space has ensured its posterity. 
Through strategic partnerships and coalition building, Joel continues to engage the school 
and community in meaningful experiences that connect students and families with an 
abundance of hands-on nature-based learning opportunities. For instance, Joel fashioned 
two annual family engagement events: ‘Art in the Great Outdoors’ and ‘The H.O.M.E. 
Celebration’ (Helpful Outreach for the Monarch’s Expedition). The art extravaganza aims to 
honor Arbor Day as the students who participated in the Tree-A-Thon curriculum plant 
saplings, while families engage in educational activities that ignite artistic talents through the 
observation and understanding of each tree’s value and overall contribution to the 
landscape’s beauty. The latter festival advances the message of nature conservation, while 
celebrating diversity as we build a shared community together. Both have been met with 
supportive enthusiasm by students, teachers, parents, and the community. Furthermore, the 
revitalized arboretum’s reach has extended far beyond, as school day teachers have 
integrated classroom experiments into the outdoors learning space as means of enriching 
Agricultural Education classes and preparing FFA members for competitions. 

In January 2021, Joel launched the ‘Green-Collar Internship Program’, which employs seven 
high school students and three university scholars. The team is tasked to grow plants, care 
for trees, build shelter to re-attract small wildlife and pollinators, archive, and research 
woody plants, as well as serve as instructional assistants during enrichment lessons 
conducted by the University of Nebraska Extension, Nebraska Children & Families 
Foundation, and Nebraska Game & Parks Commission. In addition to outdoor labors, the 
students and scholars participate in classroom trainings and experiential tutorials focused on 
crafting skills and knowledge in tree identification, forestry maintenance and care, disease 
and pest management, landscape design, and plant production. 

https://middle.creteschools.org/about/Crete_Public_Schools_Arboretum 

https://viewer.mapme.com/crete-public-schools-arboretum 


