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The Climate Corps Leadership Institute (CCLI) is a paid climate action internship 
program open to high school aged youth in Watsonville launched by Watsonville 
Wetlands Watch (WWW) in 2020. Each year, a cohort of 12 interns complete a 
summer training and orientation to prepare them for a year-long, skill-building 
climate action internship. During the school year, the interns meet with bilingual 
WWW staff for weekly climate education, hands-on training, career exploration with 
professionals in environmental fields, and group projects, including tree planting and 
care, wetland habitat restoration, native plant propagation, and bilingual community 
environmental outreach and events. Interns also participate in outdoor recreation 
trips, such as hiking, camping, and kayaking, to deepen their relationship with nature. 

Upon completing their internships, students have the opportunity to apply for 
WWW summer restoration internships and scholarships. Students may also 
continue in CCLI for additional years, during which they serve as cohort leaders 
and design and implement a climate action project. Through CCLI, students expand 
their environmental and climate knowledge, develop their skills in the sciences, 
environmental restoration, urban forestry, teaching and outreach, and public 
speaking and presentations, grow as leaders, and gain awareness of environmental 
career paths.

WWW collected pre- and post-survey data from CCLI participants across the 
2020–2021 to 2024–2025 school years.* In total, WWW completed 76 CCLI surveys, 
consisting of 41 pre-surveys and 35 post-surveys. In early 2025, Applied Survey 
Research completed an evaluation of available quantitative and qualitative survey data.

A B O U T  T H E  P R O G R A M  &  E VA L UAT I O N

*Note: pre-survey data was not collected in the 2023–2024 school year, and the 2024–2025 

school year includes only pre-survey data, as the post-survey had not yet been administered.

Below: Interns restore habitat along  
Watsonville Slough, Watsonville Slough Farms,  
Land Trust of Santa Cruz County.



A B O U T  T H E  I N T E R N  C O H O R T

Over half of respondents reported 
speaking both English and Spanish 
at home
 

53% (40 respondents) 
reported speaking 
both English and 
Spanish at home

24% (18 respondents) 
spoke primarily 
English

24% (18 respondents) 
primarily Spanish 

24%

24%

53%

Respondents represented three 
high schools in Watsonville

62% (47 respondents) 
reported attending 
Pajaro Valley High 
School (PVHS)

29% (22 respondents) 
attended Ceiba 
College Preparatory 
Academy

9% (7 respondents) 
attended Watsonville 
High School (WHS)

29%

9%

62%

Note: Across �ve years of data collection. N=76.

Note: Across �ve years of data collection. N=76.

“[During quarantine and 
distance learning,] I was 
very disconnected from 
school and the environment. 
When I began interning  
for CCLI, I started to  
understand how it feels to 
be part of something greater 
than myself. CCLI was the 
first time that I felt part of  
a community.

— KARLA LEYVA

Karla Leyva 
•	Pajaro Valley High School 

Class of 2023
•	CCLI intern 2021–23
•	Co-led a collaborative Farm 

2 Cafeteria climate action 
project, harvesting produce at 
nearby Esperanza Community 
Farms to reduce food trans- 
portation miles and bring fresh  
salads to PVHS students

•	PVHS ASB President
•	Green Grizzlies Club 

President
•	PVHS Athlete of the Year
•	College: Yale University
•	Intended major: History of 

Science, Medicine, and  
Public Health

•	Career aspiration: Public 
health — law or medicine



Q UA N T I TAT I V E  DATA  OV E R V I E W

W h a t  a re  t h re e  re a s o n s  w hy  w e t l a n d s  a re  i m p o r t a n t ?
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80%
24%

Proportion of respondents who correctly identi�ed 
three or four correct answers to the question before 
and after the program.

pre-survey post-survey
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82%
43%

Proportion of respondents who correctly identi�ed two 
or three correct answers to the question before and 
after the program.

W h a t  a re  t w o  i m p a c t s  o n  t h e  l o c a l  
e n v i ro n m e n t  f ro m  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e ?
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W h a t  a re  t h re e  w a y s  y o u  c a n  p ro t e c t  
t h e  e n v i ro n m e n t ?
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P l a n t i n g  t re e s  i s  i m p o r t a n t  b e c a u s e . . : ”  
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68%
77%
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Talk about what you have learned about the environment with 
friends or family

Take actions to protect the environment

Take actions to address climate change

Think about ways I can protect or improve the environment

Read about or learn about environmental issues or climate change

Visit the Watsonville wetlands or other open space, trails

Teach others about nature

Visit parks or beaches

Enjoy nature with family

pre-survey post-survey

Student learning

Participants gain knowledge about their local 
environment.

Across all years of data collection, respondents 
were asked the same questions before and after the 
program in order to measure gain in knowledge:

 

What are three reasons why wetlands  
are important?

What are two impacts on the local  
environment from climate change?

Participants also learn how they can act to 
protect the environment, including increased 
understanding of the benefits of urban forestry.

Across all years of results, the proportion of 
responses coded as three or four correct answers 
to the following questions increased after the 
program:

What are three ways you can protect  
the environment?

Planting trees is important because...:

Program impacts

Engagement in environmental activities 
substantially increased from pre- to post-survey

Notably, reported participation in activities on a weekly  
basis or more saw substantial increases, with the  
largest gains observed in reading or learning about  
environmental issues or climate change (a 35-percent 
increase) and taking action to address climate change 
(a 34-percent increase).

At least weekly activity participation:



Interest in environmental careers, 
education, and volunteering increased from 
pre- to post-survey

Across all years of data collection, the percentage of 
respondents who indicated an intention to pursue 
environmental opportunities, whether through careers, 
education, or volunteering, increased from pre- to 
post-survey. The largest increase was in plans to take 
environmental courses in college or university, which 
rose by 39 percentage points, from 30% to 69%.

Caring about the environment increased from 
pre- to post-survey

The percentage of respondents who answered “very 
strongly” to the question “To what extent do you care 
about the environment?” increased to 97%. Overall, 
respondents expressed a deeper understanding of the 
impacts of climate change on both local and global 
communities and strong commitment to collective 
climate action. 74% of respondents felt “very strongly” 
that they were “ready to be a leader in making positive 
change for the environment and my community.”

Jesus Basulto Morales
•	Pajaro Valley High School 

Class of 2023
•	CCLI intern 2020-23
•	Co-led a collaborative Farm 

2 Cafeteria climate action 
project, harvesting produce at 
nearby Esperanza Community 
Farms to reduce food 
transportation miles and bring 
fresh salads to PVHS students

•	PVHS ASB Vice President
•	PVHS Athlete of the Year
•	College: UC San Diego
•	Intended major: 

Environmental Science or 
Mechanical Engineering

•	Career aspiration: Sustainable 
energy engineer — wind 

“I’ve been pushed to 
put myself out there and 
grow as a person. Start-
ing as the youngest mem-
ber of the [CCLI] group 
my first year to now being 
a leading member helped 
me cultivate qualities like 
cooperation, communica-
tion, initiative.” — JESUS BASULTO MORALES

Ruby Romero-Maya (left) and Andrea Roman Fernandez (CCLI interns 2022–24) 
both earned early admissions and full scholarships to Brown University and 
Stanford University, respectively.



Responses to this question indicated that CCLI had 
a profound effect on participants in several ways. 
The most frequently cited transformation was in 
community engagement, with many participants 
expressing a deeper commitment to service and 
social impact. Additionally, the program expanded 
participants’ perspectives, helping them understand 
new ideas and develop a broader worldview.

Beyond these broader impacts, CCLI also provided 
participants with tangible career and educational 
benefits, equipping them with leadership and 
professional skills. Many found that the program 
fostered important personal and social connections, 
highlighting its role in building networks and 
supportive relationships.

Overall, these findings suggest that CCLI plays 
a crucial role in shaping participants’ futures by 
empowering them with knowledge, skills, and 
meaningful community engagement experiences. 
The diverse impact areas demonstrate the program’s 
effectiveness in both personal development and 
broader social engagement.

Participants expressed greater 
confidence, communication, and 
teamwork after participating in CCLI

Before participating in the program, respondents most 
frequently identified empathy and understanding as 
their primary leadership qualities. Many described 
their ability to listen, care for others, and offer support 
as key aspects of their leadership style. 

After completing the program, participants’ self-
perception as leaders shifted. Communication 
became a central leadership quality, with participants 
now recognizing their ability to speak effectively, 
engage in dialogue, and express themselves clearly 
as central to their leadership. Confidence and initiative 
also saw notable increases, with more participants 
describing themselves as assertive, responsible, and 
proactive in leadership roles. Additionally, collaboration 

Open-ended questions in the pre-survey allowed 
participants to share why they joined the CCLI and 
their expectations for the program, while the post-
survey asked participants how the program changed 
their lives. 

CCLI attracts participants for 
educational, personal, and 
professional reasons

Why did you join CCLI and what do you hope 
to get out of it?

Participants joined CCLI for a mix of educational, 
personal, and professional reasons. The most 
frequently cited motivation was a desire for learning 
and education, followed closely by a commitment 
to giving back to the community. Many participants 
also sought career development and skill-building 
opportunities, while others were drawn to the 
exploratory and social aspects of the program. 

Participation in CCLI increased 
desire for deeper commitment to 
service and social impact

How has this program changed your life? 

Q UA L I TAT I V E  DATA  OV E R V I E W

Responses (by frequency of mention)

Learning and education

Community and giving back

Exploration and fun

Career development

Personal growth and skills

Participants joined CCLI for a mix of educational, 

personal, and professional reasons. The most frequent-

ly cited motivation was a desire for learning and 

education, followed closely by a commitment to giving 

back to the community. Many participants also sought 

career development and skill-building opportunities, 

while others were drawn to the exploratory and social 

aspects of the program. 

Community engagement 
and impact
New perspectives and 
awareness

Career and educational impact

Leadership and skills 
development

Networking and relationships

Responses (by frequency of mention)

“I wanted to be a part of something that 
allows me to give back to my community  
and help others.”



C O N C L U S I O N

“This program helped me see new career 
possibilities and gave me confidence in my 
future plans.”

described as well-organized,ensuring a structured 
learning environment where activities felt purposeful 
and effective.

Additionally, respondents valued the educational 
content, particularly its focus on climate change, 
environmental responsibility, and social justice. The 
program’s ability to create an inclusive, welcoming, 
and safe space was another highlight, with 
participants expressing that they felt comfortable 
and supported throughout their experience.

Overall, the responses indicate that the program 
excelled at engagement, education, organization, and 
fostering a strong sense of community, reinforcing 
its effectiveness in providing a meaningful and 
enriching experience.

Through the Climate Corps Leadership Institute, 
Watsonville youth gain knowledge about climate 
science and hands-on experience in urban forestry, 
habitat restoration, community science monitoring, 
and public outreach, preparing them for college 
coursework and careers in the environmental 
sciences. Undertaking collective local climate action, 
they develop communication and collaboration skills 
and make the connection between environmental 
quality, public health, and social justice. They graduate 
from the program with a deeper commitment to 
environmental stewardship and the confidence to 
become effective community leaders.
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Empathy and understanding

Initiative and proactiveness

Con�dence

pre-survey post-survey

Responses (by frequency of mention)

Leadership qualities that I have are…

and teamwork emerged as a more commonly 
identified quality, suggesting that participants gained a 
broader understanding of leadership as a shared effort 
rather than just an individual trait.

The increase in responses emphasizing communication 
and proactiveness indicates that the program provided 
participants with structured opportunities to refine 
these skills, helping them become more assertive and 
action-oriented leaders. By the end of the program, 
participants no longer saw leadership solely as an 
empathetic role but as a dynamic combination of 
confidence, teamwork, and critical thinking. This 
evolution in self-perception highlights the program’s 
success in fostering well-rounded leadership growth, 
equipping participants with the skills necessary to lead 
effectively in various settings.

Leadership qualities I have are…:

CCLI participants praise its 
interactive and engaging format 
Participants overwhelmingly praised the program’s 
interactive and engaging nature, emphasizing that it 
kept them actively involved while providing meaningful 
learning experiences. The staff’s support and knowledge  
were also widely appreciated, with many noting their 
approachability and encouragement.The program was 

One hundred percent of participants 
recommend the Climate Corps 
Leadership Institute. 
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Alma Leonor Sanchez (CCLI intern 2020–21).
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