Wildlife Rehabilitation

Integrating ELT

Lianna Held

Wildlife rehabilitation is essential in addressing ecological crises such as climate change,
habitat destruction, and the extinction of key species. Despite its importance, the academic
and social impacts of wildlife rehabilitation remain underexplored. This study investigates the
role of rehabilitation in conserving biodiversity and its effects on promoting sustainable
human behavior through the lens of Experiential Learning Theory (ELT). ELT’s framework,
consisting of Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and
Active Experimentation, aligns closely with the educational and ecological processes of
rehabilitation programs. Animal care and habitat restoration provide immersive learning
experiences that foster environmental understanding and personal growth. Using a mixed
methods approach, this research demonstrates that rehabilitation practices lead to measurable
improvements in species recovery and can positively shift attitudes towards conservation. By
connecting scientific practices with public engagement, wildlife rehabilitation builds

conservation minded communities and strengthens interdisciplinary research.
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Introduction

Wildlife rehabilitation has emerged as a pivotal response to
habitat destruction, climate change, and species extinction.
However, the social impacts of wildlife rehabilitation have
been under-investigated thus far. This study seeks to address
how wildlife rehabilitation programs contribute to biodiversity
conservation while integrating humans into sustainable cons-
ervation practices. Factors such as human-wildlife conflict and
environmental degradation have increased the need for wildlife
rehabilitation programs (Office of Protected Resources, 2024).
These programs not only protect endangered species but also
support the overall health of the environment through the
rescue, care, and release of injured or orphaned wildlife back
into their natural habitats.

Wildlife rehabilitation can also provide an opportunity to

raise public awareness by providing hands-on opportunities
that build responsibility for biodiversity conservation among
the public. Grounded in Experiential Learning Theory (ELT),
this study conceptualizes rehabilitation as both an ecological
intervention and an educational process. Psychological aspects
such as building a sense of responsibility and confidence are
central to understanding its broader societal value. In order to
specifically shape these mindsets, language and perception
are critical. According to Dr. Carol Dweck’s (2014) talk, The
Power of Believing That You Can Improve, adopting a “not yet”
thinking style is crucial to promote individual growth. This
thinking style counteracts cynicism through utilizing the term
“not yet” when faced with challenges, promoting resilience
towards inner doubt. Participation in wildlife rehabilitation grows
belief in the capacity to create change, transforming both
knowledge and personal outlook similar to the "not yet" mindset.

conservation programs.

Lianna Held is a Pre-Vet track Animal Science major. Serving as the foundation for a
sustainable future, educational outlooks such as ELT can raise awareness of ecological
issues. Her future goals involve obtaining her DVM and eventually working with different animal

Horizons, Vol. 10, 2025
Copyright © 2025 by the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa



Horizons

Methodology

This study uses a mixed-methods approach by engaging with
ecological, social, and educational data. This approach is
intended to address both the environmental and participatory
aspects of wildlife rehabilitation, connecting scientific research
with public engagement. First, a series of case studies on
wildlife rehabilitation programs were analyzed in order to
document their recovery rates and ecological impact. Through
a quantitative data analysis, rates of survival and biodiversity
data were used to assess the success of the efforts of these
programs. Further, volunteer and community programs were
also examined for their effects on conservation education, public
awareness, and personal growth. Throughout, ELT was applied
to interpret the outcomes of wildlife rehabilitation programs
and how hands-on rehabilitation activities can help participants
learn.

Literature Review

Wildlife Rehabilitation in a Conservation Context

Wildlife rehabilitation centers play a crucial role in addressing
the damage done by various ecological crises, both man-made
and natural. Beyond their immediate impact to wildlife through
their rescue, treatment, and release, these centers create
platforms for education and community engagement. Carver
et al. (2021) emphasize that rewilding is “informed by science,
traditional ecological knowledge, and other local knowledge" (p.
7). Rehabilitation aligns with this principle, aiming to reestablish
species while involving local communities in conservation. In
addition, Libal & Walker (2008) argue that the actions of today
will define the natural world of the future, highlighting the
generational responsibility we have to the planet and the
importance of conservation.

The dual goals of wildlife rehabilitation are biodiversity
recovery and public education. These goals are reflected in
research that integrates ecological restoration with hands-on
engagement (Overton et al., 2023). Libal and Walker (2008)
emphasize that learning about conservation is essential
regardless of where one lives, with youth programs such as 4-H
serving as valuable early educational interventions. Further,
practical engagement, particularly in rural settings, provides
direct experiences that develop ecological awareness. These
experiences help participants form a basic understanding of
conservation challenges and solutions from an early age.

Through community engagement, wildlife rehabilitation
programs allow individuals to deepen their knowledge, empathy
and teamwork abilities. According to one study, collaborative
actions can counteract cynicism and inspire optimism within
individuals (Zaki, 2021). Further, Freeman (2023) illustrates the
influence that community collaboration can have on conservation
outcomes. Ultimately, these studies show that wildlife rehabilitation
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can lead to positive outcomes for the environment and for the
community members who participate in the program.

Experiential Learning Theory

Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) provides a framework for
understanding how wildlife rehabilitation can help generate
transformative learning experiences. Russel-Bowie (2013) notes
that experiential learning can increase individual confidence
in a subject, while Williams and Melchiori (2013) emphasize
ELT's ability to foster accountability through hands-on
engagement. Building  individual = confidence  and
accountability are both essential for personal growth, and
can assist a person in better understanding their role in
protecting the environment. ELT consists of four stages:

1. Concrete Experience: Direct, hands-on participation in
animal care and habitat restoration.

2. Reflective Observation: Reflection on these experiences,
such as journaling and behavioral observations (Kolb &
Kolb, 2009).

3. Abstract Conceptualization: Connecting reflections to
broader ecological concepts, such as connecting individual
animal care to larger conservation issues.

4. Active Experimentation: Applying knowledge in new

contexts such as planning reintroduction strategies for
wildlife.

Findings

Analysis of rehabilitation programs indicate that they can lead
to improved wildlife survival rates post-release, contributing to
ecosystem restoration. Further, hands-on community engagement
was shown to be able to foster greater understanding of
ecological systems among program participants. Through the
four stages of ELT, learning outcomes such as enhanced
reflection, conceptualization, and active participation can help
participants develop a greater sense of accountability and
stewardship toward the environment. This demonstrates how
ELT principles can be applied to real-world issues, connecting
action and reflection skills.

Discussion

Wildlife rehabilitation programs can offer interdisciplinary
learning opportunities which link biology, environmental
science, and education. Building partnerships with schools,
local organizations, and community groups can help ensure
that rehabilitation practices are included in broader conservation
education. This can help foster a community of conservation
advocates and empower local communities to do more for
their environment, especially with regard to wildlife rehab. By
incorporating ELT principles into formal and informal curricula,
conservation literacy can be integrated into a variety of settings,
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including early education programs. Studies have highlighted
the impact of experiential learning on confidence, engagement,
and accountability (Russel-Bowie, 2013; Williams & Melchiori,
2013). These are skills that can help people of all ages in ways
that extend beyond wildlife conservation. Legislation that funds
rehabilitation centers, strengthens habitat protection, and
provides incentives for citizen participation can also help with
wider global conservation efforts. These measures have the
ability to help ensure sustainable conservation outcomes by
connecting public policy, science, and community outreach in
the hope of creating positive and lasting generational change.

Conclusion

Wildlife rehabilitation serves as both an ecological intervention
and an educational platform, addressing urgent environmental
challenges while shaping human attitudes toward conservation.
This study demonstrates that through direct involvement in
animal care and habitat restoration, rehabilitation programs
contribute to measurable species recovery and provide
participants with transformative learning experiences framed
by Experiential Learning theory (ELT). The findings suggest
that integrating ELT into rehabilitation practices not only
improves the outcomes for wildlife but also fosters conserv-
ation minded communities capable of supporting long-term
biodiversity efforts. However, for these programs to achieve
their full potential, broader outreach, sustained community
partnerships, and policy support are essential. As environmental
pressures continue to intensify, wildlife rehabilitation
represents a vital intersection of science, education, and
public engagement. These experiences are able to cultivate
responsibility, optimism, and a deeper understanding of our
involvement in protecting the air we breathe, the food we eat,
and the water we drink. Future research should focus on
expanding long-term studies to include focus on the social
impact of rehabilitation in order to inform educational
opportunities to local communities and younger generations.
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