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The Education Department of Pistoia Zoo has carried out a formal educational programme for Nursery and Primary schools concerning conservation of the endangered Marsican brown bear (Ursus arctos marsicanus), an Italian endemic subspecies. The programme has been developed in cooperation with the Abruzzo National Park (ANP). 
The aims of the project were to let children learn about biology, ethology and conservation issues of the Marsican brown bear and advocate positive attitudes about , and action for, conservation of this rare and endangered mammal.
During the last three years 38 classes participated with a total of 950 children (4-11 years old). A teacher training course was organized to improve the information management. Team-work was established and teachers could contribute to conservation education playing a key role in achieving goals.

Didactic activities were organized by teachers to discover what children knew about bears and how they imagined them. Children learnt about how bears are described in tales, novels and movies and discussed their skills and behaviour. They also learnt about the past presence of bears in Pistoia province and discovered the history of Micco, the town’s ancient logo.
Two lessons per class were organized at school by zoo educators. An interactive exhibition was held at school and used to introduce children to biology and behaviour of the Marsican brown bear. Children also learnt about bears’ conservation issues and gained experience of research techniques which are used to study and protect bears. The topics were presented using an interactive approach, through hands-on activities, role-playing games and dialogues.

Thanks to cooperation with the ANP, children could communicate with researchers and learn more about their work. They could send letters and e-mails and researchers satisfied their curiosity about bears and their research activity.

Every year a fund raising event took place at Pistoia Zoo with all the children and their families. Children created toys, gadgets, games, songs and drama shows to raise funds for conservation of the Marsican brown bear and support the ANP. Some children also worked as “ zoo educators” to raise public awareness of bears’ conservation. Moreover, visitors, teachers, children and their families could enjoy awareness activities organized by researchers from the ANP and be informed about their field work.
The educational programme increased zoo visitors’ awareness of the Marsican brown bear and its conservation issues and linked Pistoia Zoo, Schools, Research and in-situ Conservation. 
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