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Book Abstract

Overall, environmental education (EE) has been aimed at giving people a wider 
appreciation of the diversity of cultural and environmental systems around them as 
well as the urge to overcome existing problems. Indeed, universities, schools and 
community-based organizations struggle to promote sustainable environmental 
education practices geared towards the development of ecologically literate citizens 
in light of surmountable challenges of hyperconsumerism, environmental depletion 
and socioeconomic inequality. The extent that individuals within educational sys-
tems are expected to effectively respond to—as well as benefit from—the collective 
demand for a “greener” and more just world becomes paramount with the vision 
and analysis of different successes and challenges embodied by EE efforts world-
wide. These insights and theoretical perspectives expand the creative commons (i.e. 
shared social imagination) available for educators worldwide when designing and 
implementing contextually situated (yet globally relevant and innovative) EE initia-
tives. In sum, this book shares conceptually and empirically grounded critical per-
spectives on the conceptualization, implementation, discourses, policies and 
alternative practices of environmental education for diverse and unique groups of 
learners in a variety of international educational settings. Each contribution is orga-
nized by the various regions of the planet (i.e. continents) and offers insights on the 
authors’ own processes of reimagining an education in/about/for the environment 
that are realized through their teaching, research and other ways of “doing” EE. In 
addition, every section provides theoretical and practical scholarship detailing spe-
cific frameworks that support and orient research and practices from a multiplicity 
of angles. This book is intended to foster conversations amongst researchers, teacher 
educators, schoolteachers and community leaders in order to promote new interna-
tional collaborations around current and potential forms of environmental educa-
tion. It is also a means to envision new teaching and research agendas for an 
education for sustainable development and sustainability.
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Endorsements

This book reflects many successful international projects and perspectives on the theory 
and praxis of environmental education. An eclectic mix of international scholars challenge 
environmental educators to engage issues of reconciliation of correspondences and differ-
ence across regions. In their own ways, authors stimulate critical conversations that seem 
pivotal for necessary reimaginings of research and pedagogy across the grain of cultural 
and ecological realities, systematic barriers and reconceptualizations of environmental 
education. The book is most encouraging in that it works to expand the creative commons 
for progress in teaching, researching and doing environmental education in desperate 
times. – Paul Hart, Professor of Science and Environmental Education at the University of 
Regina (Canada), Melanson Award for Outstanding Contributions to Environmental and 
Outdoor Education (Saskatchewan Outdoor and Environmental Education Association) and 
North American Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE)’s Jeske Award for 
Leadership and Service to the Field of EE and Outstanding Contributions to Research in 
EE.

In an attempt to overcome simplistic and fragmented views of doing environmental educa-
tion in both formal and informal settings, the collected authors from several countries/
continents present a wealth of cultural, social, political, artistic, pedagogical and ethical 
perspectives that enrich our vision on the theoretical and practical foundations of the field. 
A remarkable book that I suggest all environmental educators, teacher educators and policy 
and curricular writers read and present to their students in order to foster dialogue around 
innovative ways of experiencing an education about/in/for the environment.  – Rute 
Monteiro, Professor of Science Education, University of Algarve (Portugal).
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(...)

Laudato sie, mi Signore, cun tutte le tue creature,
spezialmente messer lo frate Sole,

lo quale è iorno, e allumini noi per lui.

Ed ello è bello e radiante cun grande splendore,
de te, Altissimo, porta significazione.

Laudato si, mi Signore, per sora Luna e le Stelle:
in cielo l’hai formate clarite e preziose e belle.

Laudato si, mi Signore, per frate Vento,
e per Aere e Nubilo e Sereno e onne tempo,

per lo quale a le tue creature dai
sustentamento.

Laudato si, mi Signore, per sor Aqua,
la quale è molto utile e umile e preziosa e 

casta.

Laudato si, mi Signore, per frate Foco,
per lo quale enn’allumini la nocte:

ed ello è bello e iocondo e robustoso e forte.

Laudato si, mi Signore, per sora nostra madre Terra,
la quale ne sostenta e governa,

e produce diversi fructi con coloriti fiori ed
erba.

(...)

(“Il cantico delle creature,” La preghiera del 
francescano 2009, p. 789-490)

(...)

Praised be You, my Lord, with all Your creatures,
especially sir brother sun,

who is the day and through whom You give us light.

And he is beautiful and radiant with great splendour,
and bears a likeness of You, Most High One.

Praised be You, my Lord, through sister Moon and
the Stars: in heaven You formed them clear and

precious and beautiful.

Praised be You, my Lord, through brother Wind,
and through the air, cloudy and serene, and every

kind of weather, through whom You give sustenance
to Your creatures.

Praised be You, my Lord, through sister Water,
who is very useful and humble and precious and

chaste.

Praised be You, my Lord, through brother Fire,
through whom You light the night,

and he is beautiful and playful and robust and strong.

Praised be You, my Lord, through our sister Mother
Earth, who sustains and governs us, and who

produces various fruit with colored flowers and
herbs.

(...)

(“The canticle of the creatures,” Custodia 
Teræ Sanctæ)  

1.1  �A (Hopeful) Sense of Connectedness

In his “cantico”, Saint Francis of Assisi (1181–1221) praises God for all that He had 
created. More so, he indicates that non-human creatures (i.e. sun, moon, stars, wind, 
water, fire and earth) are brothers and sisters to us and that all things have one cre-
ator and therefore are related. It follows that, as siblings who belong to the same 
family, God makes no distinction in how He dispenses His love to us and we (every-
one and everything) are deserving of the same respect and care. Regardless to one’s 
belief in any existing religious systems or deities, the canticle has a simple message 
that transcends the boundaries of brick and mortar temples and sacred books: we 
must look after each other. After all, we are family. Needless to say, our present time 
couldn’t be further from this utopia.

As we write this chapter, the world is knotted up by various socioecological 
issues, from terrorism to extreme poverty to environmental degradation. For instance, 
over 65 million people have been forcibly displaced worldwide in 2016 as a result of 
persecution, conflict, violence or human rights violations (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees 2017). At the same time, one child in five in high-income 
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countries lives in relative poverty (UNICEF Office of Research 2017), and hundreds 
of the world’s plant and animal species have gone extinct as a result of climate 
change even though current temperature levels are modest relative to those predicted 
in the next 100 years (Wiens 2016). In sum, if we were ever commissioned to be 
kind to one another – human or not – we are failing miserably. Everything, every-
where seems to be on a path towards drastic changes, even extermination.

Although the statistics described above are not improving at any desirable pace, 
people are becoming more knowledgeable and beginning to make alterations to 
their lifestyles to help overturn the current state of the planet more than ever before. 
Not surprisingly, environmental education (EE) has entered the school lexicon 
(Bodzin et al. 2010), with many now seeking ways to consume less while consider-
ing ethically sourced goods (Reis, Mueller, Gisewhite, Siveres and Brito), whereas 
others work to defy conventional views of happiness that are tied to the mere accu-
mulation of stuff (Diener and Seligman 2004). There are good reasons to get our 
hopes up (a little bit at least).

This book is but another contribution to these efforts to live in harmony with 
everything, everywhere. While ambitious in its title, its premise is as simple as the 
opening canticle: our actions are as much connected as ourselves. So, whatever one 
of us does to make this world a better place for all can inspire and provoke others 
within their own confines to provide their contribution. The experiences and ideas 
shared here might have a rippling effect on readers. At least, that is what we hope.

In the sections that follow, we expand on the significance of being one with the 
environment and how humans frequently take that affiliation for granted. Next, we 
present a summary of the different sections under which the chapters selected for 
the book were placed. In this way, we anticipate that our readers will appreciate the 
value of this edited collection to both their research and educational practice.

1.2  �A Sense of Disconnect

We begin our reflection with a story that happened in a university undergraduate 
class, which shall remain unidentified for reasons of anonymity. This class had a 
suggestive general name: Schooling and Society. (In a way, it might imply to some 
that each one of these phenomena – although intertwined – can be studied sepa-
rately from one another. Can there be “schooling” without “society”? or “society” 
without “schooling”? Maybe, but that is beyond the point that we want to make 
here.) As part of the course, students were required to read an article that studied the 
feasibility of education for sustainability (EfS) in a specific teacher education pro-
gramme (see Paige et  al. 2016). For one of the assignments, individual students 
were encouraged to take a more personal approach to the reading by writing a 
response that considered how the article related to their school/teaching experience. 
Below is what one student submitted:
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This was an interesting article and although I would’ve found it more beneficial if it [was] 
connected to the [provincial]/Canadian context rather than the Australian, there was one 
particular experience that resonated with me in which I can apply to my own experiences 
and beliefs as a future educator. Lloyd states that he “always aimed to connect learning to 
student interests and their local worlds; for example, measuring water quality in the local 
river or studying geological structures during day and extended excursions.” The reason 
that this particular example stood out to me is because I truly believe one of the most effec-
tive ways to engage young learners is to take the inquiry-based approach. With the inquiry-
based approach learning is in the student’s hands and they are more likely to demonstrate 
and use higher order thinking skills such as analyzing, evaluating and these skills are way 
more useful than simply “remembering” textbook information for example. There is so 
much value when students are in control of their learning and even more value in having 
young learners out in the environment. I believe having students outside exploring; through 
the use of their imagination as well as through their curiosity, is one of the most beneficial 
types of “learning”. Children are full of energy, imagination and creativity, and I think its 
part of my job as an educator to give children the opportunity to both explore these facets 
of their minds and to flourish, in the outdoors and in nature where they aren’t confined to 
walls and artificial lights. When reflecting on my own experience, one of my favourite parts 
of the day is being on duty during recess. My placement school shares grounds with a city 
park, meaning that the students have a huge outdoor space to explore. (...) I feel [students] 
also develop a sense of compassion for nature when they are outside, for example, they 
learn that they shouldn’t break off branches (trees have feelings) and that there are different 
living things out in the yard and this they connect to both science and religion class.

Although it is unclear the exact reason for the student to believe that the reading 
would have been “more beneficial” if connected to her immediate context – i.e. not 
Australian – the same individual was able to pinpoint “one particular experience 
that resonated with [her]”. That is, she nevertheless managed to transcend the local-
ity of the article to imagine how its ideas could be transferred to her condition as a 
teacher candidate whose placement school “shares grounds with a city park” in 
Canada. What initially seemed to be unrelatable to her eventually became a possi-
bility. An inquiry-based approach to environmental education is not an exclusive 
privilege to Australians. Likewise, shouldn’t “the opportunity to both explore [their 
imagination and curiosity] and to flourish” be given to students in Canada and 
everywhere else? Why is that common for people to believe that certain educational 
issues are exclusive to their immediate realities, thus independent from/unrelated to 
other circumstances (Reis et al. in press).

In the face of the student’s conclusion that she indeed could relate to ideas in the 
reading, why is that she still decided to indicate that it would have been “more benefi-
cial” to her if the authors had done their study more closely to her known Canadian 
landscape? In our minds, that student represents those of us who often don’t challenge 
our taken for granted assumptions about the globality/universality of life itself. Once 
we understand that we are brothers and sisters, naturally entitled to the same rights to 
a fulfilling communal existence, we will celebrate and respect our similarities rather 
than use our differences as an excuse for domination, destruction and inaction. But, 
how can people see the range of our shared current environmental problems and the 
potential solutions that exist out there? Could “a sense of compassion for nature” 
develop from just being outside – or “out in the environment”? Outside of what? Of 
“remembering textbook information”? Of the confines of “walls and artificial lights” 
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of school? Of the streets of our urban lives and inside (city) parks? How can people 
create opportunities (italicized as the student did) to reconsider the connectedness of 
everything, everywhere? In any way, it appears that people’s sense of attachment to 
their surroundings is fundamental to creating occasions to alter the current social, 
cultural and ecological (nevertheless embroiled) state of the world.

1.3  �Can We “Save” the Planet from Ourselves?

Geological eras are typically characterized by changes in physical systems due to 
natural events such as volcanoes, glaciation or meteorites. Curiously, the current 
geological era in which we live – called the Anthropocene (Zalasiewicz et al. 2010) – 
is characterized by the negative effects that humanity’s exploitative behaviours have 
been having on the planet. Generally, such destructive actions can be associated 
with a sense of disconnect from the natural environment, which also deludes us 
from seeing how they indeed threaten our own survival (Weston 2004). Otherwise, 
for example, although reduced, why would we continue to release chlorofluorocar-
bon gases in the atmosphere that damage the ozone layer (Crutzen 2006)?

Clayton Barry (2010) suggests that there are four main reasons providing the foun-
dation for the underestimation of our connection with the non-human. Firstly, nature 
can be seen as mechanistic, controllable and subordinate to humans by virtue of our 
(self-declared) superior ability to think. This argument is often associated with Rene 
Descartes, who separated the human mind from everything else (environment) in his 
famous statement: “cognito, ergo sum” (“I think, therefore I am”). Secondly, nature 
can be considered an obstacle to human progress. This becomes evident in the lan-
guage used to discuss our interactions with nature, for example, to conquer a moun-
tain as opposed to climb it. The flood stories in major religions such as Hinduism, 
Christianity and Judaism could be considered to provide yet another instance of this 
view (Keay 2000). Thirdly, there is a tendency to distort “‘natural laws’ to justify 
human acts of oppression” (Barry 2010, p. 122). That is, our attempts to dominate 
nature and others of our own kind are but a consequence of an existing natural hierar-
chy that favours the fittest individuals or groups in society. This is the case when 
humans see themselves as superior to other beings. Finally, there is the sacred percep-
tion of nature, in which humans worship the natural environment (Sudarsana 2013). 
This too provides a vehicle for separation on the basis that it could lead humans to 
consider themselves unworthy of being one with a holy natural environment. An 
example of this type of sociocultural representation can be seen in the movie “The 
Matrix,” where humans are characterized as a disease in a dystrophic world 
(Wachowski and Wachowski 1999). Although this example is fictional in nature, it 
reflects the type of environmental symbolism currently present in the North-American 
popular culture industry and which has been found to continuously influence people’s 
understandings of their own contributions to current environmental issues.

Whatever plausible reasons exist to explain our current state of disconnect from 
nature, the fact remains that it is deteriorating the wellbeing of the planet (Louv 

1  Environmental Education: Nurturing a Relationship with Everything, Everywhere



6

2008). That is, the development of a healthier relationship with nature is of vital inter-
est to society in general as there is evidence showing the many benefits of connecting 
with the environment, including but not limited to, an increase in physical fitness, 
creativity, self-esteem, attention restoration and reduced stress (Charles et al. 2009). 
However, only “when we see land as a community to which we belong, we may 
begin to use it with love and respect” (Leopold 1949, p. xvii). (This is exactly what 
St. Francis’ canticle suggested in the thirteenth century.) In this scenario, could EE 
help to strengthen our connections with everything else around us, human or other-
wise? Do schools still hold the potential to help us in this process of reconnecting?

1.4  �Can Schools Help Us “Save” the Planet from Ourselves?

As an organization, the formal school system has been deemed to help build the nec-
essary knowledge and attitudes to support a closer connection with the environment, 
especially through a historical connection with science (Campbell and Robottom 
2004). Contradictory as it may seem, current school practices can also reinforce a 
disconnection from nature. In a reality regulated by inexact educational policies and 
strong socioeconomical inequalities (Wall 2000), the existence of educational disci-
plines that separate social, political, economic and environmental knowledge makes 
it difficult for students to understand nature and human society as anything but sepa-
rate from one another (Barry 2010). Indeed, the “institutionalization [of environmen-
tal education] within general education works against its own socially and ecologically 
transformative goals” (Gruenewald 2004, p. 71). As a result, teachers and students 
are often challenged to promote and advance EE programmes that are short-lived 
(Reis and Guimaraes-Iosif 2012). That is, “the complexity of interactions which 
determine behaviour [or action], illustrates that environmental citizens are not pro-
duced merely by programmes of education, but by a whole range of factors which 
education may interact” (Hawthorne and Alabaster 1999, p. 40).

In the context where formal education is not equipped to solely undertake the 
transformative role needed to face current environmental challenges, environmental 
educators in all learning settings are challenged to find alternative strategies to 
reconnect humans with nature. One possible solution would be the direct exposure 
to nature through outdoor recreational activities (Hanna 1995). Thus, the integration 
of field experiences into the school curricula could benefit teachers and students in 
restoring their relationship with the environment more than traditional classroom-
based instruction alone (Dettmann-Easler and Pease 1999). We now turn to the 
examination of one such field activity: canoeing. It is meant to serve as an analogy 
for the type of journey that we hope our readers will embark while reading this 
book, one that aims to restore our (presently debilitated) interdependence with 
everything, everywhere.
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1.4.1  �Canoeing at Deep Waters

Camp Deep Waters is a privately run co-ed summer camp for youth aged 7–18, 
founded in 1931. It provides a diversity of canoe tripping programmes that range 
from 1 to 56 days. As a member of the Ontario Camping Association (OCA), the 
camp conforms to specific standard policies. For example, its trips must follow low-
impact environmental practices, which are meant to minimize human disturbance to 
visited locations (Ontario Camps Association 2008). It must also adhere to safety 
protocols, such as the one that requires individuals to wear lifejackets when pad-
dling on flatwater to helmets and lifejackets while paddling a white-water rapid.

At Camp Deep Waters, Mira participated in a 10-day canoe trip with 11 other 
people: two adults (a 20-year-old male and a 23-year-old female) and nine youths 
(five females and four males, ages ranging from 13 to 15 years). During that time, 
participants were encouraged to produce artefacts (drawings and photographs) rep-
resenting their connection with/disconnection from nature. Additionally, Mira took 
notes on participants’ accounts of activities and other observable events.

The first 2  days of the canoe trip were spent in nature in an area with fewer 
people and different amenities than one would expect to see in a heavily urbanized 
area: there were lakes, tress, canoes and paddles, but no sight of tall buildings, long 
sidewalks or malls. The third day of the trip involved passing through a town, which 
was perceived by most participants as a typical symbol of civilization. Days 3–9 
were spent paddling down a river in remote surroundings. Electrical wires, roads 
and houses were to be found again only nearing the end of the trip on day 9 (pseud-
onyms are used throughout to preserve anonymity of participants).

1.4.2  �Nature-Civilization Continuum

Markedly, the factor that most clearly mediated participants’ sense of connected-
ness to nature during the trip was the variation in the intensity with which the pres-
ence of other humans was perceived in the environment. For instance, one of the 
young members of the group (Hawk) expressed feeling connected with nature as he 
stood in the rain on the fifth morning of the trip: “[the rain] washed away all the 
human smell and made all the air smell better, like nature – the trees, the leaves and 
the water”. In this case, Hawk’s experience with the surroundings is prominently 
embodied (kinaesthetic) (Reis 2015).

In addition, a number of artefacts created by participants provided further sup-
port to the idea of feeling connected with the environment when human presence is 
minimal. This was the case when Otter, another young participant, drew an illustra-
tion of a sapling (Fig. 1.1) and explained that it was linked to the rocks, moss and 
river. Curiously, his observation of nature led him to ascertain that everything in 
nature is connected even though humans are nowhere to be seen in the drawing.
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Another example that illustrates participants’ perceived sense of connectedness 
to nature could be seen in their playful interactions with insects, like when a coyote 
chatted with mayflies that were on his arm or when a bear greeted a large beetle on 
the canoe barrel (though he was not sure if it was a dangerous or safe beetle): 
“Whoa, hello big boy”. (At around the same time, a wolf went after it with his 
paddle despite the requests from two other youths not to kill it.)

Mira’s notes (edited here for clarity and brevity) reveal other remarks made by 
participants about the impact that indications of human presence had on them dur-
ing specific parts of the trip:

There are motorboats flipped over on the rocky shoreline. I can see dead fish in the water and 
what appear to be pieces of an old wood-canvas canoe. Otter says: “This place makes me feel 
further from nature.” I ask “why?” and she says something about it being “creepy.” Deer 
agrees with her. Fox also says that the area makes her feel further from nature. (Day 2, 4–5pm)

Otter says being here makes her feel more connected to nature. I ask “really?” and she 
confirms “yeah.” Loon says that being here makes her feel further away from nature. Otter 
explains that it is beautiful here and she likes looking out and seeing the view. Deer and 
Otter agree that stepping back from nature makes them feel more connected to nature. I am 
reminded of the saying ‘distance makes the heart grow fonder’, which implies in this con-
text that distancing from nature helps us connect with nature, and appreciate it more. Bear 
asks if it is like how when you are in the city, you do not appreciate how comfortable your 
couch is. There is a chorus of agreement. Otter says when she is in civilization, she wants 
the woods, and when she is in the woods, she wants civilization thereby suggesting that the 
woods and civilization are mutually exclusive. (Day 3, 12pm)

Other human activities typical to the outdoors were also considered to influence 
participants’ perception of their connectedness to nature. That was seen on the 
morning of day 3, when Fox took a picture of Robin making breakfast and said that 
it made her feel closer to nature.

Fig. 1.1  Otter’s depiction 
of the sapling connecting 
with the surrounding 
environment (© 2017 Mira 
Freiman)
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Generally speaking, despite the fact that perceptions of connectedness to nature 
differed amongst individual participants (i.e. some felt discomfort while standing in 
the rain while others enjoyed it), an object or sight perceived to be associated with 
the natural setting of the canoe trip was most likely than not to make participants 
feel closer to nature (e.g. rain, insects, trip canoes and group members). Conversely, 
if something was perceived to belong outside of the canoe trip (e.g. abandoned old 
wood-canvas canoe and signs of urbanization), it had the potential to make partici-
pants feel disconnected from the same natural environment. In sum, participants’ 
sense of closeness to/detachment from their surroundings fluctuated along the canoe 
trip according to their interpretation of what they saw, heard, tasted, smelled and 
touched during those 10 days.

The distinctive meanings of nature and civilization suggested by participants’ 
narratives and actions indicate that they are aware of/triggered by the particularities 
of each situation. In the end, the canoe trip exposed the youth to different circum-
stances along a nature-civilization continuum. In creating possibilities for people to 
reflect on the elements that can alter their perceptions of proximity to – or distance 
from  – nature, one can only hope to empower the individual to develop a more 
holistic notion of nature, where our humanness is but an intrinsic (and perhaps 
small) part of life on the planet. And this is one of the ambitious goals of this book: 
to invite readers to consider different (but real) possibilities to bring themselves 
closer to nature.

1.5  �This Book

The present introductory chapter discussed the pedagogical aspects of a typical 
teacher education assignment, a reading response, and a particular EE initiative, a 
canoe trip, as their implications to people’s sense of connectedness to nature. In the 
first story, the Canadian teacher candidate initially failed to see how her educational 
context was not so distinct from that of Australia’s. She felt disconnected from that 
other school system even though she was able to draw parallels between the two in 
her assignment. Likewise, in the second story, canoe trip participants were met with 
distinct feelings about their sense of connectedness to nature during their excursion 
into the wild. In common, the two stories have the fact that the people involved 
reflected on their relationship to nature (i.e. moments when they appeared to be close 
to/distant from their surroundings). In doing so, they were able to identify those ele-
ments that helped them to feel less distinct from their environment and challenged 
their taken for granted assumptions about how connected/related they really are to 
one another – human or not. The present book has been written to provoke this type 
of conversation/reaction/reflection amongst readers. How can we get closer to the 
environment? How can humans restore and strengthen a respectful relationship with 
others as well as with themselves? How can we develop a greater sense of “compas-
sion” for what is around us and for ourselves? Are there different ways we can do 
this? If so, would they be unique to specific geographies or could they be adapted to 
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different locations on the map? How can we – whoever and wherever you are – cre-
ate occasions to alter the current social, cultural and ecological (nevertheless 
embroiled) state of the world? You will find possible answers to these questions here.

The authors represent a diversity of places and perspectives on EE.  Given the 
potential high number of scholars who could have contributed to the book, contribu-
tions were selected based on their critical aspect and the fact that they were not neces-
sarily bounded by their geographies. That is, in selecting the chapters that you now 
see here, preference was given to those that were truly – or as much as possible – 
international in the sense that readers from elsewhere could clearly relate to their 
messages. For most of us educators, the complaint that an idea or example is inade-
quate due to its lack of local applicability can be sometimes frustrating. Of course, 
one could not expect environmental matters to be approached or even valued equally 
around the planet and without any consideration for the original contexts where they 
emerged. Problems and their solutions are never universal (i.e. one size fits all). At the 
same time, one idea in Australia might inspire/assist people in Mexico (or vice versa) 
to continue on with their efforts of making the world a more just place for humans 
and non-humans. This is the international (perhaps global) aspect of each chapter.

The contributions in the book have been placed under four interrelated sections. 
The first one is called “Environmental Education and Teacher Education” and 
includes contributions more strongly correlated to the theory and practice of EE 
within teacher education programmes:

•	 Understanding ecojustice education as a praxis of environmental reconciliation: 
Teacher education, indigenous knowledges, and relationality (Chap. 2) by Jesse 
Butler, Nicholas Ng-A-Fook, Rita Forte, Ferne McFadden and Giuliano Reis 
(University of Ottawa). In this chapter, the authors apply the concept of recon-
ciliation to environmental education (EE), exploring principles through which 
EE scholars, both in Canada and internationally, can take up EE as a praxis of 
environmental reconciliation.

•	 Reimagining environmental education as artistic practice (Chap. 3) by Hillary 
Inwood (University of Toronto) and Elizabeth Ashworth (Nipissing University). 
Here, the authors explore the potential of art education to increase the power and 
reach of environmental learning in teacher education programmes and schools. 
Likewise, the concepts of creativity, imagination and aesthetics are considered 
powerful pedagogical tools to provide a means for teacher educators of the arts 
to contribute towards positive environmental change.

•	 Integration, inquiry, and interpretation: A learning garden alternative placement 
and eco-mentorship program for pre-service teachers (Chap. 4) by Kelly Young 
(Trent University) and Darren Stanley (University of Windsor). In this chapter, 
the authors address the complex nature of environmental education by highlight-
ing some of the ways in which language – specifically, root metaphors – perpetu-
ate the ongoing disconnection of humans and the natural world.

•	 Embedding environmental sustainability in a predominantly online teacher edu-
cation program: ways to contextualize learning (Chap. 5) by Deborah Prescott 
(Charles Darwin University). Through a teacher self-study, this chapter illustrates 
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aspects of learning and assessment design in the context of a regional Australian 
tertiary institution with predominantly online delivery of two large courses for 
teacher candidates. The four key guidelines for effective learning and assessment 
design that emerged through the investigation are considered fundamental to 
effective environmental education programmes and cross-disciplinary learning.

The second section of the book is titled “Environmental Education outside Walls” 
and contains those chapters that speak to the theory and practice of environmental 
education in nonschool settings:

•	 Educating for student agency: Perspectives from young eco-civic leaders in 
Canada (Chap. 6) by Lisa Glithero (University Of Ottawa). This chapter shares 
the findings of a study that investigated how youth, nationally recognized as eco-
civic leaders in Canada, perceive their agency and capacity to create a more 
environmentally sound society.

•	 Environmental education as/for environmental consciousness raising: Insights 
from an Ontario outdoor education centre (Chap. 7) by Joanne Nazir (Redeemer 
University College) and Erminia Pedretti (OISE, University of Toronto). Here, 
the authors draw from insights gained from a study of educators working together 
at an outdoor education centre in Ontario (Canada) to advance the idea that rais-
ing environmental consciousness involves connecting people to, fostering care 
for and building agency for their environments.

•	 Indonesian adventures: Developing an ecology of place on Sulawesi Utara (Chap. 
8) by Vajiramalie Perera (Simon Fraser University), Wiske Rotinsulu (Universitas 
Sam Ratulangi), John Tasirin (Universitas Sam Ratulangi) and David Zandvliet 
(Simon Fraser University). In this chapter, the authors develop an island metaphor 
and explore the meaning of community in place-based education.

The third section of the book is called “Environmental Education in the Context of 
Schools” and includes those contributions that are built upon the notion that schools 
can be critical venues for environmental education to take place:

•	 Crisis and recovery in environmental education: The case of Greece (Chap. 9) by 
Constantinos Yanniris (McGill University) and Myrto Kalliopi Garis (Université 
de Montréal). This chapter explores the institutional, structural and pedagogical 
characteristics that contribute to the resilience of environmental education frame-
works towards the survival of future socioeconomic perturbations in a world of 
growing uncertainty.

•	 Storied environmental curriculum: A case-based perspective on environmental 
education (Chap. 10) by Alandeom W. Oliveira (State University of New York at 
Albany). Here, the author examines the written organization of two cases devel-
oped by biology teachers in Brazil to highlight the need for environmental edu-
cators to better understand what it means to develop a storied curriculum on 
ecological issues.

•	 A socioscientific issues approach to environmental education (Chap. 11) by 
Benjamin C. Herman (University of Missouri), Troy D. Sadler (University of 
Missouri), Dana L.  Zeidler (University of South Florida) and Mark Newton 
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(California State University). This chapter makes a case for applying a sociosci-
entific issue (SSI) approach to environmental education (EE).

•	 Moving forward from the margins: Education for sustainability in Australian 
early childhood contexts (Chap. 12) by Sue Elliott (University of New England) 
and Julie Davis (Queensland University of Technology). The authors of this chap-
ter offer an analysis of early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS) the-
ory and practice in Australia as means to ramp up ECEfS activities elsewhere.

•	 Environmental education in China: A case study of four elementary and second-
ary schools (Chap. 13) by Qin Chengqiang, Xiong Ying, Feng Yan and Li Tian 
(Guangxi University). This chapter is based on a survey conducted within four 
elementary and secondary schools in Nanning (China) and discusses important 
questions related to the improvement of environmental education in these schools 
and recommendations for others.

The fourth and final section of the book – “Environmental Education Research and 
Poetry” – is dedicated to those contributions that are focused on the scholarship of 
environmental education but with a more personal twist:

•	 An improbable international collaboration: Finding common ground (Chap. 14) 
by Astrid Steele (Nipissing University) and Wafaa M. Abd-El-Aal (Beni-Suef 
University). Here, the authors share the circumstances and development of their 
initial collaborative environmental education project while also reflecting on the 
benefits and obstacles of their continued partnership.

•	 Environmental education research and the political dimension of education for 
citizenship: The Brazilian context (Chap. 15) by Luiz Marcelo de Carvalho and 
Heluane Aparecida Lemos de Souza (Universidade Estadual Paulista). In this 
chapter, the authors explore the relationship between education and the process of 
citizenship construction in environment education research reports and theses car-
ried out in Brazil in 1981 to discuss the dangers of universalizations in the field.

•	 Black earth green moon Mama Allpa: Polyphonic moments from temple to tambo 
(Chap. 16) by Pat Palulis (University of Ottawa). Drawing into the concept of 
ecopedagogical responsibility, the author makes a poetical stand against the 
grain of the progress narrative.

Similarly to a student who is introduced to new and exciting ideas in school or a 
canoe trip participant who has a chance to explore first-hand the outdoors, the edi-
tors would like to invite readers to embark on a journey when reading the book. To 
that end, each chapter has also been written with the goal of increasing people’s 
likelihood to buy into EE and therefore feel empowered to act upon the possibilities 
that exist within the theory-practice realm of the field. That required all of us  – 
authors and editors – to depart from at least three convictions: (a) that learning is 
contextually driven by a myriad of social, cultural, personal, affective and physical 
elements (Falk and Dierking 2000); (b) that in order for learners to reconnect with 
nature, they must act, think and feel with/in it; and (c) that the natural environment 
can indeed be a teacher in and of itself (Wals 2012). We ask that our readers too be 
open to these principles.
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Finally, we hope that the content of this book will be considered for use in under-
graduate and graduate university programmes worldwide. As such, authors provided 
discussion questions aimed to help instructors and students to engage in meaningful 
conversation about the ideas presented. These questions are located at the end of 
each chapter and by all means should be utilized and modified as needed. Enjoy!

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 In your opinion, what does it mean to be disconnected from nature? Please pro-
vide two examples to illustrate your answer

	2.	 What is “the environment”? How is it different or not from your understanding 
of “nature”?

	3.	 Indicate one local socioecological issue in your community. Do you believe that 
this problem is exclusive to your area or it is common in other countries? (You 
will have to do a quick online search to support your answer here)

	4.	 Have you ever been on a canoe trip or a similar outdoor experience? Were your 
emotions similar to those exhibited by the canoe trip participants? Please explain 
your answer

	5.	 Do you see signs of human interference in the area where you live? How do they 
make you feel: connected or disconnected from the natural environment? Why?

	6.	 In your opinion, how could formal educational settings contribute to making 
people feel closer to nature?
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Abstract  In recent years, reconciliation has become a central concept in renewing 
relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities in Canada. In 
this chapter, we apply this concept to environmental education (EE), exploring prin-
ciples through which EE scholars, both in Canada and internationally, can take up 
EE as a praxis of environmental reconciliation. In particular, we analyze the 
literature on ecojustice education, discussing both the possibilities and the limita-
tions of this framework in relation to Indigenous education. We then present qualita-
tive findings from teacher candidates (TCs) completing a voluntary practicum in an 
Indigenous community and discuss how the findings indicate the shortcomings of 
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current teacher education practices in relation to EE and the need for an environ-
mental reconciliation-oriented approach. Finally, we provide specific recommenda-
tions for EE scholars elsewhere who wish to take up EE as a praxis of environmental 
reconciliation.

In 2007, a group of Canadian Indian Residential School survivors won a class action 
settlement agreement against the Government of Canada, worth an estimated 2 bil-
lion dollars. One of the outcomes of this settlement was the formation of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada, with a mandate to uncover the 
history of Indian Residential Schools in Canada and to foster reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities. Between 2008 and 2015, the TRC 
traveled across Canada, listening to the stories of survivors and facilitating various 
public commemorative events. Now, with the conclusion of the TRC’s mandate, 
reconciliation has become an important concept when discussing the relations 
among and between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians. And yet, as Jennifer 
Henderson and Pauline Wakeham (2013) have pointed out, the common use of the 
word “reconciliation” among various parties can “obscure the complex negotiations 
surrounding the slippage of meanings attributed to this word” (p. 9). The underlying 
question, according to the same authors, is what degree of change to the status quo 
is required for reconciliation to take place. In a settler colonial state such as Canada, 
one central aspect of the status quo that stands in the way of reconciliation is the 
relationship of the people to the land they live on (Veracini 2010). Canada was 
founded on the forcible displacement of Indigenous peoples from the land they had 
lived on since time immemorial (McCrossan 2015). During this process of coloni-
zation, Indigenous peoples’ traditional reciprocal and holistic relationship to their 
environment was replaced with an industrial model for envisioning the environment 
as an object and a resource existing apart from an artificially abstracted society 
(Henderson 2000).

Now that the TRC’s official report has been released, we believe it provides impor-
tant ways forward toward meaningful social, political, and environmental reconcilia-
tion in Canada. In particular, the TRC (2015) puts forward an important understanding 
of “reconciliation as relationship” (p.  21). This understanding holds an important 
potential for renewing environmental education (EE) as a situated relationship with 
local communities and their respective environments. According to the TRC:

Reconciliation between Aboriginal and non–Aboriginal Canadians, from an Aboriginal per-
spective, also requires reconciliation with the natural world. If human beings resolve prob-
lems between themselves but continue to destroy the natural world, then reconciliation 
remains incomplete. This is a perspective that we as Commissioners have repeatedly heard: 
that reconciliation will never occur unless we are also reconciled with the earth. Mi’kmaq and 
other Indigenous laws stress that humans must journey through life in conversation and nego-
tiation with all creation. Reciprocity and mutual respect help sustain our survival. (p. 18)

The TRC here suggests a clear way forward for EE in Canada, through renewing 
local relationships between the community and the environment. However, in many 
Indigenous communities in Canada, this local and relational approach toward 
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education remains complicated by the high number of non-Indigenous teachers 
from outside the community, often from distant urban centers, living and teaching 
on their reserve (Butler 2016).

In response to this dislocating situation, this chapter examines the process of 
non-Indigenous teacher educators and candidates learning to teach EE in a cultur-
ally relational manner within an Indigenous community. We seek to answer the 
following question: How can non-Indigenous teachers coming from outside an 
Indigenous community engage in EE in relational ways that honor local Indigenous 
knowledges? In doing so, we also hope to deepen our understanding of the ways in 
which the Teacher Education Program at the University of Ottawa continues to 
reproduce a neocolonial discursive regime that excludes local Indigenous knowl-
edges (Butler et al. 2015). Such exclusions, we argue, create various epistemologi-
cal and discursive barriers for TCs (and university educators) who are committed 
toward creating spaces to develop and become ecologically literate citizens.

In this chapter, drawing on our experience with an ongoing collaborative partner-
ship between a Kitigan Zibi Algonquin community and the Faculty of Education at 
the University of Ottawa, we seek to understand the potential relations between EE 
and reconciliation. In each year since 2011, 10–15 TCs, enrolled in the Developing 
a Global Perspectives (DGPE) cohort within the Teacher Education Program at the 
University of Ottawa, have been working with First Nation teachers and students at 
the Kikinamadinan elementary and secondary school on the Kitigan Zibi reserve, 
located 90 min north of our settler capital, in Quebec, Canada. Each year, these 
students are asked to develop a social action curriculum project – public service 
announcements, newsletters, unit plans, etc. – in collaboration with Elders in the 
community and teachers at the school and within the context of a curriculum design 
and evaluation course (see Ng-A-Fook 2011). TCs then implement the project at the 
school as part of their community service learning hours over the course of the aca-
demic year. As an element of the scope and sequencing of their professional devel-
opment, the TCs travel three times to the community during the first semester, for 
an orientation and to plan their social action curriculum project. During the second 
semester, they travel once every 2 weeks to volunteer in a teacher’s classroom. In 
May, after completing their final teacher education program, TCs have the opportu-
nity to do a 7–10-day alternative placement at the school.

In the sections that follow, we illustrate the differing ways in which TCs experi-
enced a gradual shift in their perspectives about the relational connections between 
local Indigenous cultural and environmental knowledges. We present our experi-
ences with this program as a qualitative case study (Stake 2005), exploring the pos-
sibilities and limitations of using ecojustice as a model for engaging in EE toward 
reconciliation within the Canadian context of our Teacher Education Program at the 
University of Ottawa. Indigenous communities worldwide are extremely diverse, 
with their own unique cosmological, epistemological, ontological, and spiritual 
world views. Nonetheless, many of those differing world views are often united in 
terms of how their knowledge systems are rooted in relation to the land and water-
ways they live upon and across. As Marie Battiste (2013) observes: “Indigenous 
peoples have a science or way of knowing, but it is a concept that has embodied a 
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way of life, an intimacy and directness with nature” (p. 160). Therefore, while our 
case study relates particularly to EE within the context of Canadian Indigenous 
communities, our initial research in this specific area of study provides some guid-
ance for international teacher educators who seek to use EE to foster relations of 
reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities.

In the next section, we present a literature review which works to situate the 
concept of environmental reconciliation in relation to ecojustice education and 
Indigenous ways of knowing and relating to the world. In the third section, we pres-
ent our qualitative interview data from six TCs completing a voluntary 7-day alter-
nate practicum in an Indigenous community, demonstrating how their experiences 
transformed their perception of EE. In our final and concluding section, we provide 
a synthesis of the possibilities and limitations of our research in terms of recom-
mendations for teacher educators, both within and beyond a Canadian context, who 
are committed toward developing EE within their teacher education programs as a 
potential praxis of environmental reconciliation in terms of our relations, not only 
with Indigenous communities but also with the more-than-human world.

2.1  �Situating Ecojustice Education as a Praxis 
of Environmental Reconciliation

According to Rebecca A. Martusewicz et al. (2011), ecojustice education is a holis-
tic, critical, and social justice-oriented approach to environmental education. One 
key element of ecojustice education is an emphasis on preserving the Commons, 
which can be described as:

the necessary interdependent relationship of humans with the land, air, water, and other spe-
cies with whom we share this planet, and the intergenerational practices and relationships 
among diverse groups of people that do not require the exchange of money as the primary 
motivation and generally result in mutual aid and support. (Martusewicz et al. 2011, p. 9)

Furthermore, these authors continue, ecojustice education “refuses the dichotomy 
between social justice and environmental concerns, arguing instead that they must 
be understood as grounded in the same cultural history” (p. 10). This recognition of 
the interrelation between the society and the environment represents an important 
step toward establishing EE as a model of environmental reconciliation.

Nonetheless, aspects of an ecojustice approach can be problematic from an 
Indigenous perspective. In her analysis of the work of ecojustice theorist Chet 
Bowers, Sandy Grande (2008) contends that Bowers maintains some of the very 
features he critiques in the Eurocentric tradition: “namely, the importance of critical 
reflection, an orientation toward (emancipatory) change, and a mastery of critical 
forms of literacy that enable such reflection and change” (p. 249). These features 
can be seen as products of the particular form of Western epistemology which phi-
losopher Charles Taylor (1987) has described as characteristic of modern European 
cultures. This epistemology envisions detached and autonomous individuals operating 
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within a universe of autonomous objects, stripped of all relationality. While Western 
cultures and epistemologies are no more monolithic than Indigenous ones, we 
believe it is important to recognize the broad patterns that characterize them, including 
the epistemological denial of environmental relationality and the impact such nega-
tion has had through the discursive regime of colonialism, namely, the institution 
settler North Americans call public schooling (Battiste 2013). Insofar as ecojustice 
remains rooted primarily in the Eurocentric philosophical tradition, therefore, it 
risks maintaining aspects of the status quo, despite its explicit critical intentions. 
Eve Tuck and Wayne Yang (2012), for instance, caution: “Claiming land for the 
Commons and asserting consensus as the rule of the Commons, erases existing, 
prior, and future Native land rights, decolonizing leadership, and forms of self–
government” (p. 28). Martusewicz et al. (2011) acknowledge these concerns and 
dedicate a chapter of their book to describing parallels to ecojustice in Indigenous 
approaches as a way of “paying respect” (p. 250). This is an important gesture on 
their part. Nonetheless, a deeper engagement with Indigenous knowledges will 
enable ecojustice education, and EE more generally, to be more responsive to the 
cosmological, material, psychological, social, and spiritual needs and world views 
of Indigenous communities.

Following scholars such as Marie Battiste (2013) and Nicole Bell (2013), we 
understand Indigenous knowledges as being centered on places and relationships. 
Traditionally, Indigenous knowledges were grounded in a holistic awareness of 
what it meant to live well in a particular place. As Bell (2013) explains: “One’s very 
existence depends on the web of interconnectedness between the self and the com-
munity and between the community and nature” (p. 98). As a result, a relationship 
to the specific local landscape was and is central to the ontology and epistemology 
of Indigenous communities (Simpson 2014). Kulnieks et al. (2010) have built on 
this understanding of knowledge as situated and interconnected to propose that all 
knowledges should be understood as originating from the contextual interpersonal 
relationships of particular communities. This perspective, however, stands in stark 
contrast to the Western ideals of knowledge that continue to dominate our educa-
tional institutions, which have tended to portray knowledge as fixed, absolute, and 
detached from any particular context (Bowers 2013). As a result, Battiste (2013) 
contends that education in Indigenous contexts must displace universalized 
forms of Western knowledge and return the relationality of local intergenerational 
knowledges toward decentralizing such essentialist settler colonial epistemological 
positions.

Dan Roronhiakewen Longboat et al. (2013) call for an ecojustice education that 
moves beyond dualisms and instead returns to a situated, holistic, sense of living 
well in the world. To achieve such (re)new(ed) balance requires, we suggest, care-
fully situated critiques of the universalizing ideologies put forth in the name of 
Western epistemologies (Taylor 1987) that have justified our historical route toward 
the current ecological crisis by portraying nature as an objective resource, existing 
apart from human life but available for human manipulation (Bowers 2013). As settler 
teachers and researchers, therefore, how might we then learn to become more self-
critical in our past, present, and future engagements with Indigenous communities 
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and their respective world views? How might we establish ethical relations with 
Indigenous knowledges without reducing their differing knowledge systems to 
ways that fit comfortably into our preexisting Eurocentric disciplinary teacher edu-
cation categories (Tuck and Gaztambide-Fernández 2013)? Nonetheless, Longboat 
et al. (2013) also consider the separation of Western and Indigenous knowledges as 
another artificial dualism that must be overcome. Drawing on these scholars, there-
fore, we see the potential reconciling possibilities of reconceptualizing and renew-
ing a relational partnership between models of ecojustice education developed in 
Anglo-Canadian educational institutions and traditional Indigenous ecological 
knowledge. Within our Canadian context, we have come to understand this partner-
ship as a form of environmental reconciliation.

Through the lens of environmental reconciliation, we believe ecojustice educa-
tion can provide a valuable curricular and pedagogical starting point in preparing 
TCs to teach EE in a culturally responsive manner in Indigenous communities. By 
disrupting the abstract and decontextualized knowledges of our educational institu-
tions, and by calling attention instead to the concrete relational realities of the 
Commons, ecojustice education can unsettle many of the assumptions TCs bring 
with them into Indigenous communities, particularly the old (stock) Eurocentric 
humanist ideal that the environment is separate from society. However, ecojustice is 
not an Indigenous model and should be used with caution when preparing TCs for 
Indigenous contexts. In this light, we propose that Bell’s (2013) portrayal of the 
Four Directions (Fig. 2.1) can act as a model of EE to complement and counterbal-
ance an ecojustice model.

The primary value of Bell’s model, for our situated purposes, is how it undercuts 
the type of analytic subdivision found in the traditional Eurocentric understanding of 
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Fig. 2.1  The Four Directions (Source: Bell 2013 p. 96)
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the self and the environment – what Bell refers to as “a breaking apart of concepts 
without relation to the whole” (p. 99). While neither self nor environment is explic-
itly included in Bell’s model, a careful reading suggests that both are present through-
out it but exist in a relational rather than an analytic form. A self is not an isolated, 
autonomous entity lurking in between mind, body, heart, and spirit but a dynamic 
result of their relational interactions. Likewise, the environment is not a reality sepa-
rate from and existing beyond the boundaries of self but is dynamically related to 
mind, body, heart, and spirit – as self, society, and environment mutually constitute 
one another. Where the notion of environment in the Western tradition is often 
implied to be inert and objective, the Four Directions here are explicitly relational, 
for they are not merely a field within which the self can be placed, but are orienta-
tions a person always exists in relation to and lives by while seeking to live well.

Our adoption of Bell’s model is meant to complement and contextualize ecojus-
tice – not to replace it. Grande (2008) expresses concerns about the critical tradition 
in which ecojustice operates while ultimately observing the following:

Nevertheless, if revolutionary critical pedagogy is able to sustain the same kind of penetrat-
ing analysis it unleashes on capitalism, it may evolve into an invaluable tool for indigenous 
peoples and their allies, fighting to protect and extend indigenous sovereignty over tribal 
land and resources. (p. 249)

We propose, therefore, that ecojustice education, when understood through Bell’s 
model of the Four Directions, can help TCs learn how to live well within, and peda-
gogically reflect, the interconnected ecological and cultural contexts of the 
Indigenous communities where they serve. Such education must be a complex, 
iterative process. TCs should first be given the opportunity to explore general prin-
ciples of Indigenous and environmental education in order to open critical engage-
ment with their cultural assumptions and reflexivity about their teaching practices. 
As Cherubini (2011) suggests, TCs often do not have an understanding of cultures 
that differ from their own, and therefore teacher education programs should be chal-
lenging their ideologies and preconceptions, in order to develop a greater sense of 
self-awareness. This education should not remain at a general level, however, but 
should become situated as teachers immerse themselves into a particular Indigenous 
community and expose themselves to local traditional ecological knowledges. By 
revisiting and critiquing their cultural assumptions in an ongoing iterative and 
recursive manner, TCs can learn to take up EE not as a set of universal Eurocentric 
principles, but as a situated praxis of environmental reconciliation.

2.2  �Nature’s Kind of Like Their Best Friend

In this section, we present narrative snapshots of the critical reflections from six 
TCs who completed the voluntary 7-day alternate practicum in an Indigenous com-
munity. To that end, lead coresearchers Giuliano Reis and Nicholas Ng-A-Fook 
obtained research ethics to conduct the interviews with the teacher candidates after 
their practicum placements. The interviews lasted for about an hour each and were 
videotaped. Some of the questions included in the interview guide were:
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“Has your understanding of the environment changed after practicum? If so, 
how?”; “Has your understanding of nature changed after practicum? If so, how?”; 
“Has your perspective on environmental education changed after practicum? If so, 
how?”; and “What benefits do you perceive there may be – if any – in integrating 
Indigenous knowledge, perspective and/or culture into your teaching practice?”

As we demonstrate, these TCs entered the community with a generalized aware-
ness of common distinctive features of traditional Indigenous cultures, but they were 
not prepared to teach EE relationally, as a form of intercultural reconciliation. Some 
of these TCs were initially unsettled that the teachers were not, as they expected, 
explicitly incorporating references to EE into the curriculum. As we discussed in the 
previous section, this can be attributed to certain tendencies TCs learn within the 
discursive regime of a European intellectual tradition. Our findings suggest that these 
TCs entered their practicum expecting an analytical rather than a relational approach 
for incorporating EE into the classroom. Nonetheless, they appear to have gradually 
recognized that the environment was embedded coherently and holistically within 
the intergenerational teachings of this Indigenous community. We suggest that the 
learning process these TCs experienced over the course of their practicum, and in 
particular the preexisting assumptions they had to overcome, indicates the potential 
value of the situated and relational approach to EE that we have proposed.

At the outset, the TCs we interviewed appeared to enter the community assuming 
a binary division between the city and nature, expecting the Indigenous community 
to embody an urban idealization of naturalness. As Helen (pseudonyms are used 
throughout to preserve anonymity), one of the TCs, observed: “I’m not really a 
nature person. I’m a city girl which is going to be really interesting … on a reserve.” 
In relation to EE, Helen expressed surprise that the resources of the local environ-
ment were not integrated into the curriculum. She spoke enthusiastically about the 
relaxed atmosphere near the lake and the comfort level of local community residents 
engaging in social and day-to-day conversations at the cottage where the TCs 
resided and coming together to have a meal. Helen concluded: “I’m just trying to 
think if there was anything really about the environment. No … not that I can think 
of.” When asked whether environmental sustainability was integrated into the 
curriculum, Sarah, another TC, replied “No, not really.” She did acknowledge the 
visible recycling program in place throughout the school: “They recycled. They had 
recycling everywhere. That’s probably all for environmental.” Shannon revealed 
similar first impressions. When asked whether EE was taken up in the school, she 
responded: “No not with the school as a whole.” These comments reveal a particular 
set of preconceptions about what EE should look like. Coming from an urban con-
text, these TCs seem to expect the environment to be taught separately, as a discrete 
topic of study. Furthermore, the praxis of EE was assumed to be limited to explicit 
conservation activities, such as recycling.

Nonetheless, through their experiences in the community, these TCs began to 
realize the complexity of the Commons. For instance, Shannon commented:

They have Smart boards in all of their classrooms and I’m sure when they go home they 
have Internet as well but I felt like there must be some kind of an influence because when 
you leave the school and go home at night it’s just … going to be your house and then the 
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neighbours like way, way, way down that way and you know all through the night you can 
hear the lake, you can hear frogs, you can see stars. And I felt like it was overall a much 
calmer stress–free environment. And I noticed that in the kids as well.

The holistic and situated nature of the Commons in this Indigenous community led 
to EE being far more integrated and contextual than the TCs were originally expect-
ing. Helen commented on one such instance:

I guess the government wanted to cut down trees and they were trying to preserve their land 
and then they were talking later after we finished watching her video the students were talk-
ing about you know how they were losing their land, the loss of how important the land is 
to them … and then someone mentioned medicine ‘cause … there’s a lot of herbs and medi-
cine they take directly from the land.

Abigail, meanwhile, commented on how EE was embedded within the very life of 
the community:

They didn’t give me a sense of protecting the earth–like there’s a big focus on … protecting the 
environment … in Ontario curriculum and I didn’t get that sense … from what they were talking 
about but … it’s most like the nature’s kind of like their best friend. You know what I mean, it’s 
like a … part of their family. It’s a crucial part of their society that they take along with them.

In the context of the school and its community, the environment was not being 
taught or experienced as a discrete subject, which exists apart from the curriculum 
and must be artificially integrated into it. Rather, the environment was implicit part 
of living well within community. As the TCs began to recognize this, it gradually 
changed their perspective on what it might mean to live and teach well within 
Indigenous communities.

As Bell (2013) explains, traditional Indigenous education was embedded within 
organic relationships between the person, the community, and the environment. As the 
TCs’ narratives suggest, the day-to-day life of the school and its community was inter-
connected by deep intergenerational relationships with their history, culture, and envi-
ronment. However, our analysis also suggests that the TCs were not well prepared to 
encounter this relational approach to EE in their practicum. In this sense, we propose 
that an ecojustice model of EE can be one resource to better prepare TCs for the com-
plex interconnectedness of EE with Indigenous communities. While ecojustice main-
tains certain Western philosophical assumptions that limit its value as a possible praxis 
toward reconciliation of Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities, it can provide 
a valuable first step in disrupting the initial assumptions of TCs and preparing them to 
be open to the relationality of intergenerational Indigenous environmental knowl-
edges. In our concluding section, we will provide some specific recommendations.

2.3  �Teacher Candidates and EE Scholars Acting as Agents 
of Reconciliation

As we have suggested throughout this chapter, an ecojustice framework provides a 
valuable starting point for preparing TCs to recognize and engage with the complex 
relational interconnections of the environment within an Indigenous community. 
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Our findings indicate that an awareness of the traditional historical–cultural prac-
tices of different Indigenous communities is equally important for TCs, but that on 
its own, such awareness can simply become a new source of stereotypes. This gen-
eralized knowledge must be augmented with a relational awareness of how these 
traditions are preserved and transformed in the day-to-day reality and situated local 
contexts that remain specific to the different Indigenous communities who have 
inhabited these territories since time immemorial. We suggest, therefore, that the 
adoption of certain elements of ecojustice education within teacher education pro-
grams can help prepare TCs to encounter the interconnectedness of environmental 
and sociocultural education within an Indigenous community. By better preparing 
TCs to teach EE in a relational rather than a Western analytical and “enlightened” 
manner, we believe that these future teachers can be better equipped to act as agents 
of environmental reconciliation within and outside of Indigenous communities, 
both in Canada and internationally. In what follows, we recommend two specific 
principles of ecojustice education that can be used toward environmental 
reconciliation.

First, an ecojustice approach toward preparing TCs to engage with EE in 
Indigenous communities should begin with a critique of the Eurocentric logic of 
domination that was used to justify the establishment of settler colonial states like 
Canada. As Martusewicz et al. (2011) describe:

We suggest that this logic of domination, deeply rooted in Western culture, and operating 
metaphorically, underlies the acceptance and continuation of class inequality, along with 
gender and race inequalities, other forms of social degradation, and ecological devastation. 
If the rational is superior, and humans are rational, then humans are morally justified in 
dominating or exploiting nature and anything else defined as analogous to or “like” nature. 
(p. 63)

This critical approach parallels Battiste’s (2013) call for sustained critiques of the 
“cognitive imperialism” (p. 158) that continues to position Western knowledges as 
superior to Indigenous knowledges. In order for TCs to be able to engage respect-
fully with local Indigenous knowledges, they must first encounter the limits of their 
own epistemologies.

Second, an ecojustice approach emphasizes the importance of learning in col-
laboration with the community in relation to our local environments. Such situated 
learning is particularly important in relation to Indigenous education. As our small 
study indicates, even as TCs become more aware of Indigenous cultures, they will 
still tend to generalize this knowledge into abstract principles. This is a result, we 
suggest, of our Western educational system, which often valorizes abstracted knowl-
edge (Bowers 2013). Our study also illustrated, however, how resilient these cul-
tural assumptions are, even in the midst of situational learning. While our 
interviewees did gradually shift toward a more relational understanding of the inter-
connectedness of community, culture, and environment, such relational transforma-
tions and connections to the local environment could have happened more quickly 
if they had been better prepared within their teacher education program. This, in 
turn, would have enabled these TCs to make more effective use of their practicum, 
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to the benefit of their Algonquin students and associate teachers. For this reason, we 
recommend having TCs visit an Indigenous school before their practicum. 
Particularly when bringing these experiences into dialogue with the critical approach 
to education previously discussed, TCs can reflect on these initial experiences as a 
way to work through their settler colonial assumptions before beginning their 
practicum.

Through official mechanisms such as Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC), settler colonial societies like Canada are becoming more aware 
of the need to bring reconciliation to our constitutional, community, and environ-
mental relationships. As we have suggested in this chapter, one crucial area in which 
this work must take place is the preparation of TCs to teach in Indigenous communi-
ties. In particular, we have argued that they should be prepared to teach EE in a way 
that respectfully engages with the complex and situated interrelationship of culture 
and environment in specific Indigenous communities. We suggest that ecojustice 
education can provide a praxis to help prepare TCs to live within and pedagogically 
reflect the complex ecological and cultural contexts of the communities they serve. 
While ecojustice education has limits that must be acknowledged, we believe it can 
provide a valuable starting point, through which the initial settler colonial assump-
tions of TCs can be unsettled. In turn, TCs might become better prepared to take up 
EE within and in collaboration with Indigenous communities, whether that is here 
in Canada or abroad. Furthermore, these principles, drawn from Indigenous world 
views, can help international EE scholars and educators develop EE in a manner 
that is more responsive and related to situated and local contexts and, in turn, con-
nected to other national and/or global environmental issues. In this way, both non-
Indigenous TCs preparing to teach in Indigenous communities, and EE scholars 
working to make their work more responsive to Indigenous cultures, can take one 
small but important step toward being agents of reconciliation.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 What are ways in which Indigenous educational relations with the environment 
differ from those of non-Indigenous settlers in North America?

	2.	 What are some strengths and weaknesses of ecojustice education, from the per-
spective of various Indigenous education scholars?

	3.	 How might we draw on an Indigenous and ecojustice environmental education 
praxis to critique the cultural assumptions underlying existing curriculum policy 
documents and/or teaching practices both inside and outside the contexts of pub-
lic education?

	4.	 In what ways does our praxis in this course challenge and/or reproduce 
Eurocentric epistemologies that separate us from the relational context of the 
environment?

	5.	 What are some ways we might engage a praxis of reconciliation with the envi-
ronment as teachers and educational researchers?

2  Understanding Ecojustice Education as a Praxis of Environmental Reconciliation…
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Chapter 3
Reimagining Environmental Education 
as Artistic Practice

Hilary Inwood and Elizabeth Ashworth

Abstract  This chapter explores the potential of art education to increase the power 
and reach of environmental learning in teacher education programmes and schools. 
The authors advocate for the inclusion of creativity, imagination and aesthetics as 
powerful pedagogical tools to provide a means for teacher educators of the arts to 
contribute towards positive environmental change. This entails a philosophical shift, 
one that better connects art education and environmental education, as well as a 
practical shift that reduces the waste and toxicity inherent to many art programmes. 
Descriptions of two different approaches to this reimagining of EE in Canada are 
provided. By sharing their experiences with integrating EE into their art education 
programmes, the authors discuss the benefits and challenges of reconceptualizing 
environmental education as artistic practice and aim to inspire others anywhere to 
do the same.

3.1  �Reimagining Environmental Education as Artistic 
Practice

Creativity, imagination and aesthetics are not terms typically associated with the 
praxis of environmental education (EE). This is not surprising as over the past three 
decades, EE has found a strong foundation in science, geography and outdoor edu-
cation (Palmer 1998), working towards a more sustainable future by developing 
learners’ knowledge of human impact on the Earth’s biological and physical sys-
tems. While some progress has been made in raising awareness about these environ-
mental challenges (Klein 2015), we believe that large-scale change in terms of 

H. Inwood (*) 
OISE, University of Toronto, 252 Bloor St. West, Toronto, ON M5S 1V6, Canada
e-mail: hilary.inwood@utoronto.ca 

E. Ashworth 
Schulich School of Education, Nipissing University, 100 College Dr,  
North Bay P1B 8L7, ON, Canada
e-mail: liza@nipissingu.ca

mailto:hilary.inwood@utoronto.ca
mailto:liza@nipissingu.ca


34

shifting patterns of living towards sustainability is still missing. How can EE be 
reimagined to help make sustainability a societal priority? What roles can creativity, 
imagination and aesthetics play in this? And how can teacher education help to 
facilitate this change? Examining the role that the arts can play in EE and in teacher 
education may help address these questions.

As faculty who teach in Canadian teacher education programmes, we are not 
alone in believing that initial teacher education should play a central role in ensur-
ing that teachers have the knowledge, attitudes and skills needed to be environmen-
tal educators and advocates; our views are informed and supported by Charles 
Hopkins and Rosalyn McKeown (2005) and the Council of Ministers of Education, 
Canada (2012). As visual arts educators and practicing artists, we posit that the arts 
have an important role to play in raising societal awareness about environmental 
issues, as well as stimulating creative thought and innovative action in the move-
ment towards sustainability. We support Joe Uehlein and Bren Smith’s (2011) belief 
that “art can help us digest and make sense of what is happening in our world – a 
process essential for spurring political action” (n.p.). By sharing case studies in this 
area from the teacher education programmes in which we teach, we aim to bring 
together art making, research and teaching (referred to as a/r/tography by Irwin and 
de Cosson (2004)) as a means of starting a dialogue about the process of reimagin-
ing EE by exploring the roles that art education can play in EE within the context of 
initial teacher education.

3.2  �Integrating EE and Art Education

Here’s the paradox: if the scientists are right, we’re living through the biggest thing that’s 
happened since human civilization emerged. One species, ours, has by itself in the course 
of a couple of generations managed to powerfully raise the temperature of an entire planet, 
to knock its most basic systems out of kilter. But oddly, though we know about it, we don’t 
know about it. It hasn’t registered in our gut; it isn’t part of our culture. Where are the 
books? The poems? The plays? The goddamn operas? (McKibben 2005, online source)

McKibben is not the only one to call for a greater role for the arts in raising aware-
ness about climate change and environmental degradation. While many visual art-
ists (Edward Burtynsky, Noel Harding, Lynne Hull, Chris Jordan, Mierle Laderman 
Ukeles, Peter Menzel, to name only a few) have been making powerful contribu-
tions to environmental awareness and sustainability over the past 40 years, their 
work has been neither well-publicized nor widely understood by scholars in the EE 
field, nor by the general public. Visual arts scholars and critics such as John 
Beardsley (1998), Tim Collins (2007), Lucy Lippard (1998) and Barbra Matilsky 
(1992) have helped raise the profile of these artists’ work, as have filmmakers such 
as Jennifer Baichwal (2006) and Thomas Riedelsheimer (2004). A variety of multi-
disciplinary programmes, such as the Cape Farewell project (http://www.capefare-
well.com/), have also begun to recognize the need for scientists and artists to work 
collaboratively to make the interdisciplinary shifts towards sustainability.

H. Inwood and E. Ashworth

http://www.capefarewell.com
http://www.capefarewell.com


35

Arts education has played only a peripheral role in EE in the past (Graham 2007). 
With a growing recognition that transmission-based, information-driven modes of 
learning are not sufficient in shifting attitudinal to behavioural change in relation to 
sustainability (McKibben 2005), the arts offer a more holistic approach, one that 
makes space for affective, creative and subjective approaches to learning. They pro-
vide an alternative means of developing the competencies of sustainable living by 
engaging the head (cognitive learning), the hands (embodied learning), the heart 
(affective learning) and the spirit, believed to be a route into authentic, long-lasting 
learning (Center for Ecoliteracy, “Discover” section). Certainly, as part of an inter-/
trans-/multidisciplinary approach to EE, the arts offer the possibility of increasing 
the power and relevancy of environmental learning by appealing to a wider range of 
learners than ever before in creative and personal ways.

Artists, scholars and educators have been investigating artistic approaches to EE 
since the 1990s, sometimes referred to as environmental art education or eco-art 
education (Inwood 2009). Inspired by Suzi Gablik’s (1991) articulation of a need for 
a social reconstructionist agenda in the discipline of the visual arts, many educators 
agreed with her call for “connective aesthetics” in art making (Gablik 1995, p. 84) 
and subsequently in art education. E. Louis Lankford (1997) framed this approach 
as “purposeful creativity” (p. 50), moving away from the art for art’s sake model that 
was prevalent for most of the twentieth century and towards art making that had a 
purpose in addition to aesthetics. Art educators have begun to see the potential for a 
better integration of art education with the philosophical and theoretical trends of 
environmentalism, seen in the incorporation of place-based education and biore-
gionalism (Blandy and Hoffman 1993), ecofeminism (Hicks and King 1996) and 
systems thinking (Rosenthal 2003). These theoretical foundations continue to 
develop, with more recent contributions from Mark Graham’s (2007) integration of 
a critical pedagogy of place with art education, Young Song’s (2009) infusion of 
ecological art into EE and Tom Anderson and Suominen Guyas’ (2012) articulation 
of the principles of Earth Education, built on the tenets of deep ecology.

Yet what is missing from the literature is an examination of how to bring art 
education and EE together in the context of initial teacher education and its poten-
tial for increasing the power and reach of EE. While some researchers have anal-
ysed the benefits and challenges of developing undergraduate courses in 
environmental art education (Inwood and Taylor 2012), there is a lack of under-
standing about its role in the context of teacher preparation. By describing and ana-
lysing case studies in this area at two different Canadian campuses, we aim to 
compare and analyse our approaches to reconceiving EE as artistic practice within 
the context of initial teacher education and argue for a more equitable inclusion of 
the visual arts in EE as a whole as a way to reimagine its praxis.

3  Reimagining Environmental Education as Artistic Practice
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3.3  �Turning Over a New Leaf at OISE

At the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE), in Toronto, Canada, I 
(Hilary Inwood) have taken a multipronged approach to integrating environmental 
art education into our initial teacher programme. Along with colleagues, we formed 
the Environmental and Sustainability Education (ESE) Working Group in 2008 in 
anticipation of the release of the Ontario Ministry of Education’s (2009) EE policy 
framework, “Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow”. This policy was the first in Canada 
to formalize EE in the K–12 education system and proved to instigate some Ontario 
faculties of education to better embed EE in their preservice programmes. As 
Canada’s largest teacher education programme (with over a thousand teacher candi-
dates registered each year), we felt strongly that a clear presence for EE would sup-
port and deepen the creation of a culture of sustainability across the institution.

Each member of the group looked for ways to integrate EE within the existing 
content of our courses. While my challenge was timing (the art education module, 
mandatory for all elementary teacher candidates, was only 12 h in length), I realized 
that EE aligned nicely with the module’s existing big ideas of curricular integration, 
growth and creativity. Over four classes, I highlighted the sustainability features of 
the classroom (a large blue bin for recycling, bins of reusable paper, found objects for 
art making and a vermicomposter for food waste). Wanting to remind my students of 
the pleasure of learning outside, I took the teacher candidates to a local park to draw 
in and from nature and to analyse a nearby public art installation focused on nature 
in the city, created by Susan Schelle and Mark Gomes. Another class was devoted to 
introducing environmental art education, contextualizing it in relation to the Ontario 
Ministry of Education’s policy (2009), which advocates for an integrated approach to 
EE. Introduced to visual exemplars of what environmental art making looks like in 
elementary schools (created as part of my community-based artistic practice), teacher 
candidates became excited by the possibilities of this form of contemporary art prac-
tice and tried out similar ideas during their practicum placements.

By 2010, an elective course in EE was added to OISE’s initial teacher education 
roster, providing a more formal venue in which to do this work. With teacher candi-
dates immersed in a 36-h course devoted to EE, and an assignment that required 
them to pilot an EE learning experience, I found willing partners in the teacher 
candidates to explore how to incorporate artistic practices into EE in ways that 
could be shared across the institution.

During the first year, three teacher candidates offered to collaborate with me on 
an art project related to the Fatal Light Awareness Program (FLAP http://www.flap.
org/). Dismayed by the discovery that migratory birds were hitting the glass win-
dows of OISE’s building, our team used artworks as a way to raise awareness about 
the plight of these birds in urban environments and to encourage OISE faculty to 
close their window blinds and turn off their office lights at night to deter birds from 
seeing the windows as fly-through portals. The project resulted in over 200 block 
relief prints (see Fig. 3.1) being delivered to offices throughout the institution, much 
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to the delight of faculty and staff. (At the time of the publication of this chapter, 
these prints were still found in offices throughout the building.)

Buoyed by this positive response and subsequent behavioural changes induced 
by the FLAP artworks, I promoted the idea of art projects as a means of raising 
awareness about environmental issues at OISE. In the second year, I ran three proj-
ects, two of which involved a partnership with Tara Rousseau, the art teacher at 
OISE’s lab school, the Dr. Eric Jackman Institute of Child Study. I worked in col-
laboration with teacher candidate Hayley Chown and Tara’s grade 5 class to create 
small drawings to encourage energy conservation, installed next to light switches in 
all OISE classrooms (see Fig. 3.2).

Hayley was so excited about this project that she enlisted other classmates to 
work on iterations of it in their teaching placements to support the Earth Hour event 
in March. I also worked with teacher candidate Stephanie Heim and Tara’s grade 6 
class to develop a clay-based art installation about the environmental rights of chil-
dren. Even in grade 6, students could articulate the rights of children around the 
world to clean air, water and proper sanitation. As well, Aidan Hammond, a teacher 
candidate and experienced clay artist, worked alongside me on an installation that 
involved over a hundred teacher candidates visualizing the importance of nature-
based learning in school and community settings. OISE students incised and 

Fig. 3.1  Example of 
FLAP bird relief print

Fig. 3.2  Example of an 
energy conservation sticker
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sculpted their impressions and memories of nature-based learning into clay relief 
tiles, helping to remind viewers about the importance of reconnecting children and 
adults with nature (see Fig. 3.3).

These projects were the starting point of OISE’s “Take the Stairs” campaign. 
Installed in OISE’s main stairwell as a walking art gallery, these artworks aimed to 
encourage the OISE community to take the stairs, rather than using the elevators, 
thereby conserving energy and improving the health and wellness of walkers. The 
projects were a success, garnering attention both within and outside the building 
and spurring the development of three more eco-art installations the following year. 
Grade 1 learners from the lab school created two tall murals to share their knowledge-
building approach to learning about trees, which involved learning through observa-
tion, discussion and research, collaboratively building their understanding over 
time. Working in collaboration with Tara, me and OISE teacher candidate Jennifer 
Sharpe, the class created two large-scale paintings to share what they had learned, 
showing two trees in different states of seasonal change, with their text-based 
descriptions forming part of the colourful images (see Fig. 3.4).

Since the inception of this unusual art gallery, we have added a number of other 
artworks. Grade 3 students from the lab school shared their study of First Nations 
peoples, the cardinal directions and native plant species by creating artworks using 
paint, clay, photographic transfers and poetry. In 2013, teacher candidates helped 
create an art installation focused on sustainability actions called “Turning over a 
New Leaf”. It was made up of dozens of clay leaves inscribed with images and 

Fig. 3.3  Clay installation on nature-based learning
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messages that remind viewers of the actions they can take to live more lightly on the 
Earth. Another iteration of the FLAP project has also been installed, involving hun-
dreds of watercolours of local birds in flight, as well as an installation focused on 
the plight of Ontario bees. Teacher candidates will use the time they put into these 
projects towards fulfilling the requirements of OISE’s Environmental Leadership 
Certificate, a means of recognizing their commitment to 36 h of formal, informal 
and service-based learning related to EE.

What lessons have been learned from this ongoing experimentation into environ-
mental art education at OISE? Teacher education as a whole needs to be reimagined 
to align with beliefs and practices about environmental sustainability (Hopkins and 
McKeown 2005), and modelling what sustainability can look like in art education 
classrooms is a vital part of this. Integrating EE into all subject areas in an initial 
teacher education curriculum is important, as teacher candidates, much like younger 
students, enjoy learning experientially, holistically and affectively. Another lesson 
learned is that one of the tenets of EE, start small and do projects well, is just as 
applicable in eco-art education. Showing that artworks and installations made in 
environmentally friendly ways (using natural materials such as clay) can be com-
pleted on time and on budget is crucial for ensuring ongoing support. Art installa-
tions, when done collaboratively, can be created quickly and inexpensively; many 
hands make for light work. We also learned that allies in this process can be found 
in unexpected places; for example, in my experience, facilities managers are often 
happy to have more art in buildings, especially when the art is made by those who 
use the building. With a little forethought and imagination, any art installation can 
be focused on socially and politically relevant big ideas, helping learners to mani-
fest their theoretical learning in concrete and aesthetic ways. For those who often 

Fig. 3.4  Detail of grade 1 
mural of trees
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don’t see themselves as creative, teacher candidates are thrilled to become artistic 
collaborators on projects that leave a lasting mark, thus modelling encouragement 
and support for them demonstrates, in an explicit way, what they can do as teachers 
in their own future classrooms.

3.4  �Sustainable Studio Thinking at Nipissing University

For many years, I (Elizabeth Ashworth) have been aware of how Hilary infused her 
passion for EE into her art, research and teaching at OISE (Inwood 2010), and she 
inspired me to experiment with similar practices in my art education courses at 
Nipissing University, in North Bay, Canada. I work with teacher candidates to cre-
ate a variety of drawings, paintings, prints and sculptures as exemplars for their 
future classrooms. During the process of creating their art education sample portfo-
lios, they use an abundance of supplies, mimicking traditional visual arts pro-
grammes that rely heavily on consumable supplies. Once the artworks are assessed, 
however, these are often discarded by the teacher candidates, resulting in large 
amounts of paper and other materials being used on a short-term basis. As the recy-
cling programme within the City of North Bay does not have a wide breadth of 
acceptable items, the potential for things to go into landfill is high. Like Pamela 
Taylor (1997), I reached a tipping point when I witnessed teacher candidates 
thoughtlessly discarding materials in this process.

In an effort to stop these wasteful practices, I asked teacher candidates to con-
sider their roles as art education leaders and encouraged them to reimagine art pro-
grammes through an EE lens. I embarked on a journey to plan, implement and 
assess a sustainable studio. Among others, I considered Lorraine Chiarotto’s (2011) 
ideas for incorporating environmental expectations into school projects and Mark 
Stewart’s (2010) practical concepts for encouraging sustainability in higher educa-
tion. Except for Pamela Taylor (1997), no one included strategies on how to reduce 
art programme refuse in educational contexts.

I then re-evaluated the art education classroom at Nipissing and created short- 
and long-term plans for transforming it into a sustainable teaching and learning 
space and identified areas in our programme where sustainable practices could be 
improved. Each year, for example, we ordered dozens of Plasticine bricks for teacher 
candidates to create claymation figures. At the end of each term, however, only some 
were taken home; leftover works were tossed into boxes for recycling. In order to 
encourage both sustainability and creativity in the sculpture unit, I asked the teacher 
candidates to imagine moving into a classroom where they found boxes of used 
Plasticine. They could neither buy new materials nor discard the used supply, so 
they had to consider ways to use it creatively. They appreciated the real life scenario, 
and once they began building their sculptures, they started to accept the blended 
colours. As a result, fewer works were left behind, and those that were discarded 
were donated to a local school for use in their claymation projects (see Fig. 3.5).
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Next, I embedded the concept of sustainability into all lessons and assignments. 
For instance, at the beginning of each term, I took the teacher candidates on a tour 
of the art classroom, placing emphasis on the use of the recycle bin, hand dryers, 
cloth towels and the absence of garbage cans and paper towels; I wanted them to 
think critically about classroom waste from the outset. I then gave them the choice 
to create sketchbooks with faded paper or use free sketchbook apps (Autodesk 
Sketchbook, Draw Color, Drawing Desk) on their tablets.

After this introduction, I modelled and reviewed sustainability considerations in 
all lessons; for example, teacher candidates made sculptures out of recycling bin 
materials and created paintings with used items (plastic lids for palettes; old sponges 
and toothbrushes as paint brushes). They participated in a group project where they 
integrated visual arts with another subject (Steele and Ashworth 2013) or an educa-
tional focus (such as aboriginal perspectives, literacy or social justice). I added the 
requirement that the art component must be made of recycled materials and found 
these works far more interesting as it encouraged the teacher candidates to think more 
critically and creatively when planning and constructing their works (see Fig. 3.6).

I also worked with a colleague to take advantage of our university’s location, 
adjacent to a natural area. We led extracurricular workshops where teacher candi-
dates created teaching exemplars out of natural items found within the forest. 
Without access to traditional art supplies, most groups created works inspired by 
artist Andy Goldsworthy (see Fig. 3.7). All works were made and discussed in situ, 
then photographed and left for nature to biodegrade.

After 1 year of implementing these various sustainable practices, I assessed their 
strengths and weaknesses to make constructive changes for future courses; for 
example, I kept track of the use/nonuse of consumable supplies and documented 
teacher candidates’ use of recyclable and natural materials in their artworks. 
Although the consumable waste had reduced dramatically, I found that teacher 
candidates were still discarding artworks they did not want. In order to address this 

Fig. 3.5  Sculptures created with recycled Plasticine
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waste, I encouraged them to keep all of their works. Now one of their portfolio 
requirements is to create at least one work of art using bits and pieces of works they 
do not want to keep (see Fig. 3.8).

Recently, another opportunity for integrating EE and art education at Nipissing 
arose: the addition of two new elective courses, “Environmental Education Across 
the Curriculum” and “Teaching, Learning, and Being in the Outdoors”. Both courses 
have the potential to incorporate art, research and teaching with sustainable practice 
considerations.

Fig. 3.6  Working 
microscope created from a 
detergent bottle

Fig. 3.7  Bush Lion: 
created from items found 
on the ground

H. Inwood and E. Ashworth



43

Overall, my intention has been for teacher candidates to become eco-literate art 
educators. I want them to experience and reflect on sustainable studio practices and 
then take what they learn about the environmental, economic, community and cul-
tural benefits of teaching and learning in a sustainable studio/classroom into their 
future schools. They can easily integrate their environmental art education knowl-
edge with other subject areas and share these with classroom teachers who host our 
teacher candidates during their practice teaching placements. By taking their EE 
knowledge beyond the university, and sharing sustainable studio practices learned 
in their teacher education programme, it is my hope that teacher candidates will 
inspire other educators to create similar environments in their own classrooms.

3.5  �Connections and Insights

Both of our cases reveal the benefits and challenges of reimagining EE through 
artistic practice in different ways. Moreover, showing our teacher candidates that 
the praxis of EE can be integrated into art education was easier than we initially 
imagined, and we demonstrated that art has a variety of social, cultural and political 
purposes beyond the aesthetic, modelling Gablik’s (1991) social reconstructivist 
approach. By connecting art education to environmental sustainability in practical 
and theoretical ways, we made EE an explicit and integral part of our teaching. We 
have witnessed the personal transformation of our students, many moving from an 
“I’m not an artist” mindset to reimagining themselves in a new light, as both cre-
ative people and advocates of sustainability. Seeing themselves aligned with con-
temporary artists who are using sustainable approaches to art making has been 
empowering for many and has made us believe that our teacher candidates are more 
likely to implement this approach in their own classrooms in practicum and beyond.

Fig. 3.8  Storm: a mixed 
media piece created from 
discarded artworks
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This sustainable approach to creativity has benefited our universities in a variety 
of ways: from reducing the amount we spend on studio supplies to decreasing the 
amount of garbage our students create. Our eco-art endeavours have improved the 
aesthetics of some of our institutional spaces and raised awareness about a wide 
range of solutions to environmental issues, including waste minimization, energy 
conservation and habitat preservation. Finally, we have influenced some of our col-
leagues to take sustainability more seriously and to reconsider the ways in which it 
can be integrated into all areas of teacher education.

Although we have had many successes, we have also faced challenges and limita-
tions in this work. It has been difficult to get our students (and colleagues) to change 
their habits around the use of disposable coffee cups, water bottles and paper towels; 
not everyone in our workplaces embraces our passion for sustainability. Similarly, 
some colleagues are not open to integrating EE into their teacher education courses; 
from their perspective, it is yet another addition to an already overloaded curriculum, 
and they lack the knowledge and awareness (or interest) into how to infuse EE into 
their course. Some of our managers are very pleased that our use of recycled and 
natural materials has resulted in a reduction in the use of consumable materials and 
have reduced budgets with this in mind. Certainly, we have not gotten fully to where 
we would like to be in terms of a zero waste approach; artistic practice and school-
based learning involves the use of consumable supplies that generate waste, so it is 
still a dream to imagine a fully zero waste art education programme.

This process has also left us with many questions moving forward. How can we 
grow our efforts beyond our subject area and get more faculty members on board 
with this reimagining of teacher education? How can we get support in this work 
from the companies that make art supplies? And what impact is this work having on 
our students’ learning? Are our students taking the practices they have learned into 
their practicum schools, and are they able to successfully implement the practices we 
have shared with them with their own students? Are they able to translate this new 
knowledge into their personal lives and live in more sustainable ways? Anecdotally, 
we are hearing many stories from our present and former students about shifts in 
their attitudes, as well as their personal and professional behaviours, towards living 
more lightly on the earth. But there is no doubt that a more formal study is needed in 
this area to better understand the impact of the changes we have made in our teaching 
practice and if they are resulting in long-term changes in our students’ lives.

We recognize that the impact of our efforts, so far, is local, but has the potential to 
reach far beyond our classrooms. We have created goals with which to work: first, to 
integrate EE more fully into our art education courses, our universities and our com-
munities and, second, to model how to integrate creativity, imagination and aesthetic 
practice into positive sustainable changes for our teacher candidates and colleagues. 
The new 2-year teacher education programme in Ontario offers the possibility to 
develop our ideas with students over a longer period of time. We see the efforts 
described in this chapter as first steps towards a greater reimagining of art education 
and teacher education to support EE and welcome others to join us in this journey.
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Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 Both Inwood and Ashworth faced challenges in their planning and implementa-
tion of sustainable practices in their teacher education classrooms. What chal-
lenges could you face in your workplace regarding a move to more environmental 
awareness and sustainable practices?

	2.	 The study of eco-art/artists, and the practice of making art with recycled and 
natural materials, “transformed” their teacher candidates. How might the same 
happen with your learners?

	3.	 Inwood and Ashworth focused on integrating visual arts and environmental edu-
cation within their initial teacher education programmes. How could this integra-
tion be imagined and implemented in other curricular subjects and areas of focus 
in elementary, secondary and post-secondary institutions?

	4.	 The authors advocate for the inclusion of creativity, imagination and aesthetics 
as powerful pedagogical tools for teachers to contribute towards positive envi-
ronmental change. Consider how a lesson (or unit) you have taught could be 
reimagined in this context

	5.	 Modelling positive sustainable practices in education is a key theme in this chap-
ter. What steps could you take in your workplace and community to be a leader 
in environmental education?
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Chapter 4      
Integration, Inquiry and Interpretation: 
A Learning Garden Alternative Placement 
and Eco-mentorship Program for Pre-service 
Teachers                                      

Kelly Young and Darren Stanley

Abstract  In this chapter, we address the complex nature of environmental educa-
tion by highlighting some of the ways in which language—specifically, root meta-
phors—perpetuates the ongoing disconnection of humans and the natural world. We 
make connections to insights about an established learning garden alternative place-
ment and eco-mentorship program that reflect sustainable environmental education 
(EE) practices and help pre-service teachers re-establish a deeper connection 
between themselves and their natural environments.

To address the complexities of EE whereby all things are interrelated and intercon-
nected, scholars have suggested that the educational system must consider more 
than scientific academic disciplines. For instance, addressing language that perpetu-
ates a disconnection of humans and the natural world as a response to the com-
plex nature of EE, we have envisioned particular curricular practices as part of a 
learning garden alternative placement and eco-mentorship program (Martusewicz, 
Edmundson and Lupinacci). This placement and program, embedded in Trent 

K. Young (*) 
School of Education, Trent University, 1600 West Bank Drive,  
Peterborough, ON, K9L 0G2, Canada
e-mail: kellyyoung@trentu.ca 

D. Stanley 
Faculty of Education, University of Windsor, 401 Sunset Avenue,  
Windsor N9B 3P4, ON, Canada
e-mail: dstanley@uwindsor.ca

All education is environmental education.

Orr 19	 92, p. 81

mailto:kellyyoung@trentu.ca
mailto:dstanley@uwindsor.ca


48

University’s School of Education program in Peterborough, Ontario, for Teacher 
Candidates (TCs), reconceptualizes EE as an integrated endeavour that seeks to 
address the ongoing hyper-separation of humans and the natural world. We start this 
chapter with a view of some of the ways in which language can be problematic for 
understanding environmental education.

4.1  �How Language Contributes to a Crisis of Disconnection 
and Alienation

As part of a larger research study, we have been engaging TCs in curriculum meth-
ods for ecological literacy development while considering various issues pertaining 
to human relations with the natural world. In the context of a learning garden alter-
native placement and eco-mentorship program, we have been working to identify 
methods that foster an analysis of the ways in which language obfuscates relation-
ships amongst humans and the natural world. Thus, our method involves an analysis 
of language to nurture the development of ecological literacy in TCs, addressing the 
linguistic roots of the ecological crisis. In doing so, we draw upon an eco-justice 
framework, defined as:

The condition or principle of being just or equitable with respect to ecological sustainability 
and protection of the environment, as well as social and economic issues. (OED 2008)

Put differently, for us, eco-justice education involves a linguistic analysis of the 
ecological crisis, utilizing a framework developed by Chet Bowers (2004), to 
address the invisible, damaged or otherwise lost connections between humans and 
the natural world. A linguistic analysis of the ecological crisis of disconnection and 
alienation is complex and requires us to attend to the entanglement of worldly rela-
tionships. Bowers (2003) believes that to understand an eco-justice framework, one 
has to begin with language, particularly root metaphors that frame our social and 
environmental relationships in rather mechanistic ways. Bowers (2004) offers the 
following view of mechanistic root metaphors:

Languaging processes carry forward past ways of thinking that are based on assumptions 
unique to the culture; these deeply held and generally taken-for-granted assumptions, which 
are derived from the culture’s mythopoetic narratives and powerful evocative experiences, 
are encoded in the words that are called root metaphors; the root metaphors of a culture 
provide the interpretative frameworks that survive over many generations and influence 
values, approaches to problem solving and activities in a wide range of daily life; the root 
metaphors, as meta-cognitive schemata, also influence the silences as well as what will be 
marginalized; the dominant root metaphors in the West that have contributed to an ecologi-
cally destructive culture include mechanism, a linear interpretation of progress, anthropo-
centrism, Cartesian individualism, patriarchy, and, now, evolution as a way of explaining 
which cultures will survive; these root metaphors reproduce the pre-ecological ways of 
thinking, and are also basic to the continued expansion of the industrial culture…. (n.p.)

Thus, through an analysis of the history and evolution of language, we can see how 
our attitudes, beliefs and, ultimately, Western culture came to exist. Further, Bowers 
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(2004) also moves beyond mechanistic root metaphors to include ecological root 
metaphors in his interpretive framework, as he writes:

The root metaphor that serves as an interpretive framework for addressing eco-justice issues 
is ecology-which highlights awareness of relationships and interdependencies with the 
commons; as a root metaphor, ecology locates the individual as a participant within the 
ecological systems that we are calling the commons, which is profoundly different from 
how an anthropocentric root metaphor (interpretative framework) leads to thinking of one-
self as an observer, a person who appropriates the environment for personal gain, or as 
totally indifferent to the changes occurring in the environment. (n.p.)

Highlighting the importance of recognizing both mechanistic and ecological root 
metaphors is part of the work of eco-justice education and follows David Orr’s 
(1992) suggestion that “all education is environmental education” (p. 81). For over 
a decade, we have drawn upon Bowers’ (2004) framework to address language 
issues as we teach eco-justice education at our respective institutions. Further, we 
have proposed that an eco-justice framework be used in a learning garden alterna-
tive placement and eco-mentorship program to address the conventional view that 
EE is strictly part of a science curriculum (Longboat et al. 2013). Put differently, 
from an eco-justice perspective, we have been working on a program for TCs to 
reconceptualize environmental curriculum in terms of a linguistic analysis that can 
inform all curricula. In the coming sections, we briefly describe how we have 
engaged in language analysis as part of our curriculum, documenting these eco-
justice methods. We also share our insights about the TCs’ perceptions about the 
eco-mentor programming and their understanding of ecological literacy.

4.2  �Pre-service Learning Garden and Eco-mentorship 
Programming

In response to a need for infusing environmental curriculum with a linguistic analy-
sis, we have been involved in two distinct programs for ecological literacy develop-
ment. That is, since 2011, Trent University’s School of Education in Peterborough, 
Ontario, has worked with a number of partnerships with organizations from the 
local community to serve as sites of ecological inquiry for TCs. We briefly describe, 
here, two of those partnership initiatives: a learning garden opportunity and an eco-
mentorship program.

In 2011, the School of Education partnered with Camp Kawartha, an established 
outdoor education camp located in the Kawartha Lakes of Ontario, Canada. 
Numerous cohorts of TCs participated in four 3-h workshops as part of the school’s 
eco-mentorship program. Focusing on EE themes, students drew upon local natural 
settings to teach about an ethic of care for the environment, learn how language 
obfuscates different environmental concepts and ideas, experience greater hope 
about EE, construct cross-curricular strategies for EE and infuse Indigenous knowl-
edge across the curriculum (Bell et al. 2013).
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In the following year, the School of Education and a local well-established not-for-
profit Ecological Park/GreenUP partnered to offer environmental curricula to TCs. 
The curricula promotes ecological literacy and food sustainability through the use of 
community gardens as places for meaningful, active, integrated learning. This learn-
ing garden alternative placement involved TCs in the planning of gardens; greening 
local schools through projects like the creation of compost boxes, bird feeders and 
rainwater barrels; and attending workshops. Put differently, the learning garden field 
placement involved building capacity for TCs to develop, implement and maintain 
learning garden programs in local schools. For example, TCs work in a local park with 
an expert gardener to learn essential skills about planning and planting gardens, pol-
linators and composting. Subsequently, they were provided with opportunities in local 
schools to plan and plant school-based gardens. Concurrently, they taught about food 
sustainability and the importance of locally grown vegetables to K-12 students through 
integrated curricula and provided environmental leadership to students.

As researchers, we have collected data on the learning garden and eco-mentorship 
programs since their inception. Specifically, we have studied how cohorts of the TCs 
have participated in a 75-h alternative placement involving workshops on garden 
planning, food sustainability and strategy development for integrating EE across the 
curriculum. We have also studied how TCs have participated in four 3-h workshops 
(as described above) focused on EE and developed action projects that were then 
implemented in their practicum placements in K-12 classrooms in the Peterborough 
area. This research initiative was in response to the policy framework for environ-
mental education in Ontario schools (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009).

4.3  �Root Metaphors and the Language of an Eco-justice 
Curricula

In this section, we reflect upon a particular workshop that addresses language and 
the critical role it plays in our disconnection and alienation to EE to frame our 
emerging views of the importance of eco-justice-oriented EE curricula. Specifically, 
we outline the various ways in which eco-justice addresses the interrelationality of 
all living things by paying particular attention to the theory-to-practice approach 
that brings together the work that the students do. More importantly, we consider 
the ways in which an eco-justice framework has helped these students address and 
alleviate the disconnection and alienation to EE by illuminating root metaphors that 
perpetuate anti-ecological habits of mind.

Our curriculum contributions to the Learning Garden and eco-mentorship pro-
grams involve a workshop for the TCs on developing an eco-justice framework in 
K-12 classrooms. We find that language involves ideas, systems of metaphors and 
stories that shape epistemologies. As such, during our workshop, we introduce the 
concept of root metaphors. Western, or Eurocentric, ways of knowing involve 
anthropocentric framing, conceptualizations of humans beings as machines that 
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process information and hierarchal dualisms that have organized human language 
and discourse into knowledge (Martusewicz et al. 2011).

As described earlier in this chapter, root metaphors are languaging processes that 
influence the ways in which humans interact with the natural world. We have found 
that mapping linguistic aspects helps us to name key hierarchical binaries that struc-
ture ways of thinking, knowing and being in the world. Such a map reveals various 
binaries and mechanistic root metaphors that are human-constructed categories 
mediated by language. By naming the mechanistic metaphors at work that also rep-
resent key hierarchical binaries in our daily language, it is easier to see how human 
constructed categories continue to perpetuate inequalities. Further, these root meta-
phors are derived from mythopoetic narratives that influence ways of thinking and 
being (Bowers 2003). The following chart illustrates an eco-justice linguistic hier-
archy of binaries (Table 4.1).

An exercise in the mapping of these binaries, in fact, may help learners to notice 
how one set of these binaries almost entirely alludes to typically female traits or 
nature-as-woman-as-emotions, whereas the other binaries suggest typically male 
traits or man-as-mind-as-reason. Put differently, the male traits represent dominant 
human-constructed categories, and the female traits represent subordinate catego-
ries. As such, humans dominate nature, men dominate women and so on. By study-
ing this chart of binaries, learners can see the interconnectedness of all oppression, 
that is, oppression of the natural world, anthropocentrism; oppression of women, 
andropocentrism; oppression of the mind-body relationship; oppression of ethnici-
ties or people of colour, ethnocentrism; and a privileging of individuals over com-
munity relationships. Although this chart is helpful in providing an historical 
overview, it is often difficult, however, for most teachers to apply this to daily life in 
the classroom as these binaries are taken for granted in our languaging processes.

In the classroom and the field, we have found that it is easier to help TCs see the 
ways in which language can illuminate or hide taken-for-granted associations 
through a review of word associations. Beginning with the manner in which the 
universe is likened to a machine, we turn to Bowers (2003) who writes that a “mech-
anism is a root metaphor that had its roots in the transition from a Medieval to the 

Table 4.1  An eco-justice linguistic hierarchy of binaries chart

Thinking via binaries and mechanistic metaphors (like a machine)
Human-constructed categories mediated by language
Mechanism (eurocentric colonizing discourses) Binaries

Anthropocentric Human Nature
Culture Nature

Andropocentric Man Woman
Rationalism/scientism/ableism Mind Body

Reason Emotion
Ethnocentricism/racism Civilized Savage
Individualism Self Community

Adapted from Martusewicz et al. (2011)
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modern worldview” (p.  2). Furthermore, Bowers also points out that Johannes 
Kepler “used the root metaphor of mechanism to explain the universe as a celestial 
machine” (p. 2). Just as the universe was likened to a machine, so, too, was the body 
and, of course, natural and nonnatural elements of our world. For example, words 
like stream and drain bring attention to the mechanistic nature of the latter 
(Martusewicz et al. 2011). In addition, we have often found that during workshops, 
when asked to brainstorm about the associations that words like stream and drain 
conjure up, stream is linked to something ecological and natural, whereas drain is 
linked to something that is human made and something that one can empty chemical 
products into when there is a clog.

Ultimately, we discuss with students how a stream and drain are alike in that they 
lead to the same natural ecosystem. What is interesting, however, is how the word 
drain seems so nonnatural and mechanistic that they easily dissociate it with its role 
in our ecological surroundings. This is one example of how we need to name taken-
for-granted associations that can lead us either away from or closer to deeper con-
nections between language, culture and natural environments. Consider the 
following word associations in Table 4.2:

By engaging students in a linguistic and cultural analysis of ways in which root 
metaphors may suggest disconnections between humans and the natural world, they 
can begin to understand how the environmental crisis is a cultural crisis, rooted in 
our choice and use of different root metaphors, which separates humans from the 
more-than-human world. We propose that students spend time naming mechanistic 
metaphors that frame their daily lives as it enables them to move beyond simply 
raising environmental issues to a place where language plays a significant role in the 
development of anti-ecological habits of mind.

By way of another example and the work of Bowers (2003), we have also con-
sidered and examined Fritjof Capra’s (1997) comparison of the mechanistic root 
metaphors embedded in the descriptions of a cell membrane, such as recycling cen-
tre, solar station, powerhouse, production centres, storage sacs, mini nucleus and 
nucleus, etc. They suggest that a plant cell is like a machine. Thus, we discussed 
how language emphasizes particular root metaphors that are embedded in thought 
patterns. Many TCs freely shared that they had never thought about a relationship 
between language patterns and the environment; the presentation of this concept at 
the workshop seemed to leave a lasting impression.

Table 4.2  Root metaphors 
that connect and disconnect 
us from the natural world

Forest Timber
Trees Lumber
Insects Pests
Soil Dirt
Plants Weeds
Animals Critters/livestock
Landfill Garbage
Rocks Aggregates
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4.4  �Teacher Candidate Perceptions of the Eco-mentorship 
Program and Learning Garden Field Placement

As part of the eco-mentorship program and learning garden field placement, TCs 
were asked to participate in a number of different curricular activities—workshops, 
curricula planning and development and community outreach—for the purpose of 
integrating local knowledges about the environment with their own emerging teach-
ing identities. In order to help us discern how the importance of the planning and 
implementation of workshops and its resulting value was gained during the practi-
cum placements, we used a mixed methodological approach to our data collection. 
Specifically, we collected data from a number of different sources, including reflec-
tive journals and diaries, interviews, written feedback and questionnaires.

In the end, the collected data helped us to see how the eco-mentorship program 
and learning garden field placement promote and develop a deeper understanding of 
how an analysis of root metaphors is integral to advancing a framework of best prac-
tice for integrated environmental learning. The following results about TC experi-
ences in the eco-mentorship program and learning garden placement suggest how 
effectively prepared they are to be developers of environmental curricula in the class-
room and beyond. Our research interests lie in the participant perceptions about their 
experiences as well as a particular focus on ecological literacy relating back to our 
eco-justice language curriculum. Following are some of the questions that the TCs 
were asked to consider: “What personal insights and/or reflections can you share 
about your experience in the eco-mentorship program and/or learning garden place-
ment?”, “What were some of the challenges you faced in relation to implementing 
environmental learning into your practicum and/or curriculum development?” and 
“How would you describe what it means to be eco-literate?” Responses from these 
questions were grouped into the following themes: ecological literacy and curricu-
lum development and challenges to implementing environmental learning.

Under the theme of ecological literacy and curriculum development, the TCs 
expressed the following:

Being aware of your footprint and impact on the environment. Leaving the world in a better 
state than when you enter it.

Being able to go outside and recognise how it links to your learning.
Awareness of the environment, how things grow, implemented into the classroom.
Being able to critically think about the environment and how we are impacting it.
Understanding how the environment is important and fragile – knowing proper practice 

in taking care of it.
Learning garden is a hands on learning strategy that can be incorporated into all subject 

areas. Students should be taught about environmental education and food sustainability at 
all chances.

It’s important that students know where their food comes from and the role it should play 
in their everyday lives. They also need to learn that they can contribute and control how they 
eat, what they eat and how gardening can enhance their lives – both at school and at home.

The school I was working at take pride in the appearance of their garden now and have 
said they will continue to work on it when I am gone. The school is now composting prop-
erly. Before, they put everything in one bin and there was plastic garbage found in it as well. 

4  Integration, Inquiry and Interpretation: A Learning Garden Alternative Placement…



54

In the front entrance of the school there is a giant collage of pictures that a teacher made of 
kids working in the learning garden next to their “eco-school” plaque. It also gives students 
a chance to be leaders in their school as well. Whenever I taught a class with students who 
volunteer in the learning garden in it, they had lots to say and seemed proud of their work. 
They wanted to take ownership of the garden and sometimes had to be reminded that the 
garden belongs to the whole school.

I experienced nothing but positivity, encouragement, and gratitude for coming to help 
with a school garden. It seems to be something schools want to start but may not have the 
resources or the time to implement.

From these responses, we determined the following: the TCs see that awareness 
of the environment is important. Even more, we acknowledge that they believe 
human beings are connected to and influence the world at large, of which humans 
are always and already a part. Furthermore, the “outside,” that is, “being outside,” is 
something that affects one’s learning about the environment. In other words, place 
matters and we have a role to play as we further understand how the environment is 
fragile and needs to be cared for through curriculum development.

We also found that some of our TCs expressed certain challenges in being able 
to engage in developing curriculum for environmental learning. For some, depend-
ing upon the context, making use of an eco-justice framework may continue to be 
challenging.

The weather! I took my class outside and we created igloos, but the changeable weather 
interrupted the planned sequence.

My Associate Teacher was not always on-board with going outside. She did not want to 
take responsibility for children outside. The focus was on math and language.

Of course, not all TCs experienced these types of challenges or issues. In fact, many 
shared experiences from their practicum placements that showed an openness to 
including learning gardens on school grounds and encouraging TCs to explore top-
ics including sustainability and stewardship.

4.5  �Finding the Educational Importance in an Eco-justice 
Framework

We believe that the educational importance of our study enforces the view that an 
eco-justice approach must also address language and should be considered as an 
effective method for TCs to enact ecological literacy in their classrooms. 
Furthermore, we also have seen how such an approach can foster the development 
of environmental curricula. From our experiences, enacting curricula that is envi-
ronmentally focused is essential in building ecological habits of mind that can be 
passed on to younger generations.

The development of ecological habits of mind involves the enhancement of an ecological 
consciousness that brings notions of interdependence, co-implicated relationships and the 
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natural world into focus in daily educational practices that involve, among other things, 
literary explorations of root metaphors. (Young 2008, p. 1)

By reviewing the ways in which root metaphors, both mechanistic and ecological, 
play a role in our linguistic understanding about our shared connectedness to natural 
environments, TCs can help to foster ecological literacy through environmental an 
eco-justice education framework in K-12 education settings. It is our hope that our 
program’s framework may be replicated across the globe and can promote sustain-
able environmental education practices that foster a more critical view of ecological 
literacy and greater leadership development.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 How might we consider the concept of root metaphors in relation to environmen-
tal education?

	2.	 What skills and knowledge are required for environmental stewardship?
	3.	 How might educators help foster the development of ecological habits of mind 

in students?
	4.	 How do metaphors perpetuate systems of hierarchy?
	5.	 How is language a barrier to our relationship with the natural environment?
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Chapter 5
Embedding Environmental Sustainability 
in a Predominantly Online Teacher Education 
Programme: Ways to Contextualise Learning

Deborah Prescott

Abstract  Through a teacher self-study, this chapter illustrates aspects of learning 
and assessment design in the context of a regional Australian tertiary institution 
with predominantly online delivery of 2 large (300–800 students) courses for 
teacher candidates. Four key guidelines for effective learning and assessment design 
have emerged through this investigation: focus on contextual development, collabo-
rate for genuine purposes, embrace complexity, and build in reflexivity. These 
guidelines are fundamental to effective environmental education programmes as 
well as effective learning and teaching across all subject areas. They are illustrated 
in an environmental education scenario and are aligned within systemic sustainabil-
ity education, a broad frame that encompasses complex systems, including the bio-
sphere, which is not widely taken into account in teacher education. If these four 
guidelines are applied across the curriculum, environmentally responsive behav-
iours are more likely to develop because these guidelines are inextricably intercon-
nected to transforming human society on a living planet.

5.1  �Contextualising a Teacher Self-Study

A teacher self-study was conducted into learning and assessment design in the con-
text of initial teacher education in a regional Australian tertiary institution with pre-
dominantly online delivery of large courses (300–800 students). The author was 
part of a team developing assessment and learning design in two curriculum theory 
courses in the Graduate Diploma in Teaching and Learning (GDTL). The approach 
we designed highlights the importance of developing context and accounting for 
complexity in learning and teaching. In addition, collaboration and reflexivity are 
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key pedagogical features also built into assessment and learning design. Pedagogical 
approaches used in designing these courses reflect characteristics of environmental 
education (EE) approaches.

Assessment and learning design in these two courses emphasise the process by 
which the content is conveyed to learners in a similar way as body language must be 
congruent with spoken words so they are more credible. “A most important compo-
nent of the pedagogy associated with Education for Sustainability/Education for 
Sustainable Development is the process by which learners experience the material 
and values” (Thomas 2014, p. 1705) of EE.

Here, I show the pedagogical interconnections between our approach to two 
teacher education courses (on integrating literacy and numeracy in curriculum) and 
general approaches to EE. I argue that our team’s approach to learning in teacher 
education is congruent with characteristics of EE programmes. Underpinning these 
similarities in pedagogies are frameworks from the Education for Sustainability 
area (e.g. Sterling 2012), from the teacher education area (e.g. LaBoskey 2004) and 
from both areas combined (e.g. Morin 1999).

The innovative pedagogical approach described here took place within a techni-
cist paradigm, an educational worldview that values measurement and certification 
as well as traditional didactic pedagogies that promote competition, compartmen-
talisation, and control (Bamford 1999). Recent reviews by the National Department 
of Education and Training (2014) say there is too much complexity and too much 
prescribed content in the Australian curriculum and recommend that cross-
curriculum priorities – such as sustainability – be taught only in relevant discipline 
areas, like Geography. This is counter to Edgar Morin’s manifesto (1999) asserting 
that complexity and transdisciplinarity are essential for dealing with uncertainty and 
change in educating for a sustainable future.

In the Northern Territory of Australia, there are several factors that work against 
the traditional structure of teacher education courses (e.g. specialising in levels of 
schooling, discipline focussed, etc.) and traditional pedagogies. Firstly, school stu-
dents’ overall levels of achievement are significantly lower than the national profile, 
especially those in remote Indigenous communities. For example, in reading, the 
mean scale score for students in Year 7 (2015) was 483.4: the other states and territory 
had mean scores between 540 and 551 (ACARA 2015, p. 189). Secondly, 30 % of 
new teachers teach outside of their areas of expertise because of difficulties recruiting 
teaching staff (Australian Education Union 2009). Thirdly, greater use of online learn-
ing has contributed to teacher education at the author’s university being multi-juris-
dictional, including international students (McDowell 2013). These factors emphasise 
the importance of catering to diverse student cohorts for teacher candidates.

The predominantly online delivery of our courses meant that each student must 
make meaning in very different teaching and learning contexts around Australia (and 
sometimes internationally). More than 80 % of our students were external (Charles 
Darwin University enrolment data 2009–2015) and took the courses in mixed cohorts 
no matter where they lived (within the Darwin community or internationally), the 
school level or subject they preferred to teach, or the stage of their degree. A prob-
lem-based assignment task enabled divergent responses (where each student could 
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contextualise their assignment response to their surrounding community) and wide-
spread collaboration. Importantly, Peter McDowell (2013, p. 236) said about these 
diverse student cohorts that they “exit the unit [course] with a reasonable understand-
ing of relevant curriculum and applicable literacy [and numeracy] teaching princi-
ples as these relate to their own particularised teaching contexts”.

Illustrated in this chapter are some aspects of learning and assessment design that 
are likely to offer possibilities for transformative community action for students and 
promote deep learning, if enacted across their university degree, to challenge tradi-
tional assumptions about learning and teaching. Excerpts from assignment tasks 
demonstrate ways to help teacher candidates develop context, collaborate purpose-
fully, and embrace complexity and reflexivity (Prescott 2016). I use an environmental 
education scenario to illustrate four key guidelines developed in accordance with 
Brent Davis et al.’s (2015) concept of systemic sustainability education (SSE). The 
notion of SSE started to emerge in the 1990s and is informed by the complexity sci-
ences, ecology, systems theories, and decentralised network theory. The authors 
question the persistent paradigm of placing humans in a dominating role on the planet 
and reinforcing that role in formal education. I argue that the pedagogies we used in 
our courses were closely aligned to systemic sustainability education and were likely 
to develop ecologically literate and environmentally responsive citizens.

5.2  �Environmentally Responsive Pedagogies

The environmentally responsive approach suggested here does not necessarily mean 
content from a discipline area, like science, nor does it imply content applied nar-
rowly to a list of teaching methods (e.g. field trips). Assessment and learning design 
examples include phrasing of assignment tasks and activities that indicate broad 
pedagogical and process-oriented approaches drawn from context. Noel Gough 
(cited in Bamford 1999) asserted, “curriculum problems can only be resolved in 
light of complex human–environment interrelationships which must be treated 
holistically rather than analytically” (p. 170).

Over the years, while working on two literacy and numeracy curriculum courses 
with a team, it has become apparent to me that EE programmes use similar peda-
gogical approaches to those that we used: contextualisation (the importance of place 
and the grass roots), collaboration (e.g. purposefully working together to preserve 
habitats), embracing complexity (working within the transdisciplinary nature of the 
environmental issues and the tensions inherent in context), and reflexive practice 
(iterative, contemplative, recursively elaborative).

Alongside these pedagogical approaches, Davis, Sumara, and Luce-Kapler offer 
guidelines organised around an emerging and informed reconception of what teach-
ing is. In their thought-provoking book, Engaging Minds: Cultures of Education 
and Practices of Teaching (2015), the authors outline helpful ways of viewing 
teaching within the frame of systemic sustainability education. They propose this 
term in order to reconceptualise teaching as “dancing of the designed and emergent” 
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(p. 218) to open interpretive spaces to solve complex, unanticipated problems, an 
“enlarging consciousness” to encompass the biosphere, and “recognising growing 
environmental concerns” (p. 169).

Many other authors raise questions about how the processes of learning that 
dominate current educational practices do not align to the processes of how students 
learn best or to the processes used in EE. For example, Greg Hunt (cited in Bamford 
1999) notes that “changes in attitudes, values and behaviour inherent in environ-
mental programs are difficult to reconcile with traditional assessment methods” 
(p. 164). Stephen Sterling (2012) summarises sustainability education as preparing 
people “to cope with, manage, and shape social, economic and ecological condi-
tions characterised by change, uncertainty, risk and complexity” (p. 9). While the 
content that is included in our literacy and numeracy courses is important, so too is 
the process by which that content is conveyed to learners in order to help them adopt 
more responsive behaviours necessary to bring about environmental reparation. The 
processes of developing unique contexts and collaborating on a problem-based task 
were the same no matter if students were studying online or attending weekly 
classes on campus.

5.3  �Dancing of the Designed and Emergent

One of the compelling metaphors in systemic sustainability education is that teach-
ing is “the dance of the designed and emergent” (Davis et al. 2015, p. 218). The term 
“design” (rather than “plan”) was used in our assignments to emphasise catering to 
diverse student needs, to enable contextualisation, to accommodate divergent pur-
poses, and to make space for unanticipated, yet positive, possibilities to emerge. 
One of the assignment tasks in our courses was “to design and describe an effective 
learning experience that targets a small set of multimodal literacy needs as these 
needs arise in a context chosen by you” (2015 assignment). A task such as this 
offered “enabling constraints” (Davis et al. 2015, p. 219) – rule-bound parameters 
that allowed complex and unanticipated solutions to emerge as learning evolved. 
This task (and variations on it) allowed teacher candidates “variable entry” (Davis 
et al. 2015, p. 219) to the task so that they experienced success whatever context 
they drew upon. Learning design in our courses engaged all students in a manner 
appropriate to their current situation.

By combining notions from systemic sustainability education with the four guid-
ing concepts for learning in teacher education (i.e. context, collaboration, complex-
ity, reflexivity), we continued to reconceive effective learning design, underpinning 
not only EE but also all education. We continue to seek pedagogical approaches 
helpful in promoting learning overall – as well as environmental sustainability – in 
a diverse and primarily online student cohort in teacher education. The scenario that 
follows is illustrative of the EE programmes around Australia. Students can partici-
pate in similar place-based EE programs wherever they are living and studying and 
observe how the four pedagogical guidelines explored here are integrated into them. 
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Further, teacher candidates can offer these place-based EE learning experiences to 
their future students.

5.4  �Environmental Education Scenario

Recently, I attended a community awareness excursion to a local area called the 
Howard Sand Plains. Of particular interest were endemic carnivorous bladderworts 
(Utricularia spp.)  – some rare and endangered  – that are under threat from the 
extractive industry, increased rural development, and recreational traffic (e.g. quad 
bikes). Greening Australia, a not-for-profit organisation dedicated to conserving and 
restoring landscapes, obtained funding to carry out studies on the species living in a 
shrinking and fragmented (but internationally significant and biologically diverse) 
area. Fifty participants attended the meeting, and there was a high level of engage-
ment regarding action to be taken to protect these plants and their habitat (Fig. 5.1).

Being within the local context (this unique riparian environment) was essential 
to understand who the stakeholders were (even the adjacent golf course manage-
ment was willing to collaborate with the Department of Natural Resources, 
Environment, the Arts and Sport, NRETAS) and what specific problems existed. 
The global context also became a factor because the Environmental Quality Report 
on Biodiversity of the Howard Sand Plains Site of Conservation Significance (NT 
EPA 2015) states, “bladderworts of the genus Utricularia… is of international sig-
nificance” (p. 6) (Fig. 5.2).

Genuine collaboration was apparent in the community meetings convened by 
Greening Australia, where participants spanning a wide range of disciplines and 

Fig. 5.1  The Howard Sand Plains (© Greening Australia)
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industries (including representatives from the sand mining companies) tried to work 
out precise problems as well as emergent solutions that would directly affect their 
community. The collaboration continued in the subsequent weeks and months: art-
ists were commissioned to depict the Howard Sand Plains species, an education kit 
was published for schools (Greening Australia 2015), and an information booth was 
organised in the local community market.

The complexity of the issues was not lost on the participants. The open-ended 
and fluid processes evolved as new information and tensions came to light. For 
example, local experts on frogs and cane toads pointed out gaps in the Environmental 
Quality Report (NT EPA 2015). One of the Utricularia spp. experts found a particu-
larly rare specimen, but, as careful as participants were, there was the real danger of 
trampling it. Another expert on the Howard River Toadlet – really a frog – described 
how little is known about its habits (it was only discovered in 2000) and how its 
common name, toadlet, contributes to sentiments against its conservation. (Cane 
toads, Rhinella marina, are destructive pests in Australia.)

As organisers and participants were moved to reflect on the interplay of factors 
impinging on Utricularia spp., key points were repeatedly encountered, reiterated, 
and revisited throughout the induction, the walk, and discussions. People articulated 
and clarified their understandings, reasoned and wondered aloud, retreated into soli-
tary spaces, and formed networks.

These interactions occur in shared experiences around Australia and the world, 
wherever students are studying. Reflecting and collaborating through assignment 
tasks led students to confront the complexities of concerns in their context – some 
were of an environmental nature, others were centred on social justice issues, of 
which environmental concerns are a part (Morin 1999).

Fig. 5.2  Example of 
Utricularia spp. (© Claire 
Elliott)
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5.5  �Pedagogic Parallels

In this section I build on and extend the EE scenario with the pedagogical guidelines 
of context, collaboration, complexity, and reflexivity to further illustrate our approach 
to two teacher education courses offered in both internal and external modes.

In my teaching experience, requesting a rich description of context in assign-
ments required teacher candidates to include opportunities for listening keenly to 
their students, making informed responses to the school leadership, and tuning into 
the community priorities. When students described their teaching setting, there 
emerged complexities, tensions, and contradictions in their context. In Edgar 
Morin’s book Seven Complex Lessons in Education for the Future (1999), he states, 
“we should develop the natural aptitude of the human mind to place all information 
within a context and an entity” (p. 2).

When teacher candidates undertake their professional experience in schools, les-
son plan templates are widely used, so the way we phrased the assignment task – 
“design learning experiences” – caused students to pause and reflect on the difference 
between the two on the online discussion board. A lesson plan, when narrowly con-
structed in detail entirely in advance, is unlikely to allow reflexive teacher responses 
to the (possibly divergent and unanticipated) learning pathways that school students 
might take within a rich learning experience. Neither is a lesson plan sufficient for 
the teacher to adapt quickly to the “consciousness of the collective” (Davis et al. 
2015, p. 221) of their students.

Environmental education – indeed, any topic (e.g. literacies and numeracies) – 
has little meaning until specific contextualities, and unique complexities are recog-
nised as part of larger systems (Morin 1999). Inherent in this approach is that 
learning and teaching are not only “messy” but also provide many meaningful 
opportunities for learning. Effective learning does not lend itself to structured lesson 
plans, correct answers, competitive testing or linear thinking that dominates educa-
tional systems (Bamford 1999).

Jo-Anne Ferreira et  al. (2014) are adamant that formal education institutions 
need to take a systemic view of change in order to sustain success in embedding EE 
in teacher education. They also emphasised that one of the success factors is the 
“congruence between the teaching and learning processes promoted and the prin-
ciples of environmental education” (p.244), including dealing with uncertainty with 
regard to contextualised problems, and redefining complex relationships among 
various stakeholders  – key aspects to purposeful learning. In the Howard Sand 
Plains scenario, “purpose” arose directly from the local citizens and community.

Promoting purposeful learning was a criterion for our assignment tasks. In a mean-
ingful response to the task, “purpose” came directly from the context  – students’ 
preoccupations and curiosities, school, and community priorities. The quandary 
posed by this part of the assignment task – how do we know the learning is purpose-
ful? – was a rich source of discussion of context (e.g. student questions, topics of 
school student talk, impending community events, and previous themes in learning).
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The “dance” between salient parts of the context and new tensions and realisa-
tions arising from collegial discussion from other teaching contexts meant that stu-
dents were practicing reflexivity (revisiting, reimagining, and reiterating) – a key 
message of the courses. The “dance” is also reflected in EE scenarios such as the 
one recounted about the Howard Sand Plains.

5.6  �Enlarging Consciousness

My team and I designed our courses to create learning experiences that invite students 
to take on different, broader perspectives. Communicating with a contextualised audi-
ence was part of our learning design. For example, the structure and tone of a submis-
sion (in this case, an assignment task response) to the NRETAS minister about the 
Howard Sand Plains was completely different to a presentation for school students. 
When teacher candidates realised that they could choose a relevant audience in their 
context for their assignments, it was initially confounding because the audience for 
most university assignments, in our experience, was the lecturer. It also invited rich 
conversations on the electronic discussion board about how the structure of an assign-
ment response reflected a particular audience in context. Students’ choices of audi-
ence and purpose also had a significant bearing on their professional literacies and 
what genre (e.g. narrative) they chose to present, rather than defaulting to the standard 
academic essay. Choosing a meaningful audience helps students target their messages 
more explicitly and communicate more effectively in a professional context.

This is particularly relevant to this chapter and the literacy (and numeracy) learn-
ing emphases of our courses. Kimberly Moekle (2012) writes in the context of 
teaching composition to undergraduates “to explore matters of sustainability using 
the lens of rhetoric” (p. 77). She also explicitly connects the importance of genuine 
communication through literacy and the guidelines for environmentally responsive 
pedagogies as explored in this chapter:

Rhetoric and composition [are] valuable precisely because the many challenges of sustain-
ability will be solved not only through science and policy, but through writing studies that 
focus on communicative acts among various audiences... and to navigate the complexities 
of a planet on edge. (Moekle 2012, p. 83)

Prescribed audiences (an enabling constraint) for the assignments in these courses 
were pragmatic, but made room for various interpretations and contextualisation. 
For instance, students were asked to “take the position of a new educator sharing 
teaching ideas with colleagues” or “you are writing for yourself, online peers, and 
critical friends who can help you with your professional development” (2015 
assignment). Students worked within broad problem parameters to define a targeted 
(but potentially infinite) audience. By way of illustration, the defined audience of 
“professional colleagues” could include other teachers, the Minister for Education, 
or the lecturer. The wider audience added dimensions and purpose to the assignment 
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responses immediately applicable to students’ current – or any other familiar – pro-
fessional experience context.

We offered several suggestions to enlarge student consciousness of global envi-
ronmental issues through assignment tasks invoking the Year for the Mathematics of 
Planet Earth (2013), the International Year of Pulses (2016), or the United Nations 
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014), for example. 
However, environmental content (e.g. Geography) is not a prerequisite for becom-
ing more aware of earth stewardship.

Enlarging consciousness is often effectively achieved by creating disequilibrium 
within an assignment task (Davis et al. 2008, p. 106). We requested a “surprising 
idea or unanswered question”, which provided particular insight into student con-
texts and motivated them to research further. Examples of surprising ideas were the 
extent of bullying or the lack of recycling at school. Morin (1999) exhorts us to 
“prepare our minds to expect the unexpected and confront it. Every person who 
takes on educational responsibilities must be ready to go to the forward posts of 
uncertainty in our times” (p. 13). When teacher candidates confront the unexpected 
and uncertainty in their contexts, it is highly likely to include social justice issues 
that are inclusive of environmental concerns (Morin 1999).

In these higher education courses, our learning design created opportunities for 
rich discussion and collaboration, opening up spaces for reflexivity and recursive 
elaboration. Some of the online activities made explicit suggestions to “divide up 
the task to save time”, “discuss your findings with other students”, and “articulate 
your collective understanding”. In the course outline we stated, “online interaction 
forms an important means of students developing their professional language”, 
“collegial learning is encouraged”, and “student-to-student communication pre-
dominates”. We underscored these statements by modelling collegial learning and 
professional language.

Online participation was an important contributing factor towards collaborative 
learning for external (and internal) teacher candidates. Widespread online interac-
tion, however, was more successful when combined with an assignment task that 
requested students to “substantively improve another [teacher candidate]’s design 
for a learning experience”. This task positioned students as knowledgeable col-
leagues and experts in their contexts. A remarkable collaborative feature of the 
cohort was that students spontaneously shared their assignments  – whole or in 
part – before and after submission.

Students, positioned as experts in their learning and teaching context, started to 
challenge what tended to be taken for granted as normal (Davis et al. 2008, p. 180–1). 
Hierarchical structures (e.g. positioning the lecturer as the only expert in the course) 
are normalising whereas positioning students as experts called into question power 
differentials (Morin 1999, p. 24). Students started to constructively critique the cur-
riculum, interrogate the status quo, and tentatively propose better approaches to 
learning in their context, including – but not limited to – environmental education.

Collaboration takes time and teacher educators are not always fortunate enough 
to have regular and frequent opportunities to genuinely collaborate on persistent 
patterns observed in learning in most tertiary environments. There are multiple and 
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interacting factors contributing to undervaluing collaboration opportunities (for 
teacher–educators, teacher candidates, and school students). However, collabora-
tion and collective action underpins systemic sustainability education. We made 
collaboration implicit (mentioned previously in this chapter) and explicit in assign-
ment tasks by stating, for example, “it is vital to work collaboratively to share the 
workload and to further develop your critical perspective”. Students did collaborate 
with each other, but not because of prescribed group work – they did it voluntarily 
because it enlarged their consciousness.

Enabling collaboration among students is difficult if we ourselves do not col-
laborate in improving responsive learning design. Christine Edwards-Groves et al. 
(2014) observe:

If our goal is to transform teacher practice then the answer lies in the provision of teacher 
professional learning in the context of learning communities that involve collaboration 
among teachers, students and outside experts…. There is a strong link between classroom 
talk, professional learning and the transformation of teacher practice. (p. 140)

Because of the high average student-lecturer ratio of 200:1 over these courses’ lives, 
we were not able to review draft assignments. This had unanticipated collaborative 
benefits: students decided to circulate their assignments on the Learning Management 
System if they wanted detailed, written feedback from their peers. The learning pro-
cess thus invoked led students to evaluate each other’s assignments by using profes-
sional discourses, suggesting alternate ideas, identifying supporting resources, 
adapting learning design to their contexts, repeating key messages, and envisioning 
transformative education in context. It was very important for students and instructors 
to “validate teaching intentions through collegial discussion” (2014 assignment task).

Another way that we enabled enlarging consciousness was to build in reflexivity 
into our courses by linking the two assignments explicitly: Assignment 1 rehearsed 
Assignment 2 and Assignment 2 re-established the basis for Assignment 1. This 
approach offered a reflexive iteration, which, when applied in context, “respects and 
addresses the diversity, complexity, and contestation that’s present” (2014 assign-
ment). The wording on the assignments indicated a possible direction students 
could take which would lead to a more desirable learning outcome for their students 
as well as themselves.

5.7  �Making Environmentally Responsive Pedagogies Central 
in All Learning

Context is central in EE and must be accounted for in all learning and teaching. 
Collaboration is central to social action (e.g. environmental issues) and must be 
central to all education practices. Foregrounding complexity recognises the dynamic 
nature of learning and living systems. Reflexivity is built into learning design by 
emphasising the learning process over product and is also reflected in EE through 
critical enquiry.

D. Prescott



67

The characteristics of these pedagogic approaches in our courses are congruent 
with environmentally responsive pedagogies that situate humans in the world – their 
common context  – and not apart from it. Overall, “Education for Sustainable 
Development is about the kinds of education, teaching and learning that appear to 
be required if we are concerned about ensuring social, economic and ecological 
well–being, now and into the future” (Sterling 2012, p. 8). Morin (1999) put this in 
another way:

The difficulty of knowing our World is aggravated by our mode of thought which has atro-
phied instead of developing the aptitude to contextualize and globalize, whereas in this 
planetary era we must conceive its globality, the whole–part relation, the multidimensional-
ity, the complexity. (p. 31)

The Policy Studies Institute (2008) strongly acknowledges that “good sustainable 
development pedagogy is often simply good pedagogy” (p. 34). It goes on to recom-
mend that higher education institutions engage more widely in educative processes 
which serve, over time, “to enhance society’s understanding of what sustainable 
development might require through innovative and varied course content and peda-
gogy” (p. 35).

All educators contribute to individual and collective environmentally sustainable 
behaviours by applying environmentally responsive pedagogical approaches akin to 
the approaches we have applied, even in subject areas not traditionally associated 
with EE.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 Describe your context. Elements that you might include are:

	a.	 Your community’s priorities
	b.	 Your passions and preoccupations and those of the people around you
	c.	 Your purpose for learning in this place at this time
	d.	 A topic arising in conversation: environmental sustainability, peace, equity, 

democracy, tolerance or a social justice issue
	e.	 What tensions and complexities exist
	f.	 Insightful direct quotes

	2.	 “Students… started to challenge what tended to be taken for granted as normal”. 
What would you challenge in your context?

	3.	 Provide surprising ideas or unanswered questions you have encountered related 
to the context you described above.

	4.	 Recount an environmental education experience that shows the importance of 
context, collaboration, complexity and reflexivity.
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Chapter 6   
Educating for Student Agency: Perspectives 
from Young Eco-civic Leaders in Canada             

Lisa Glithero

Abstract  This chapter shares the findings of a study that investigated how youth, 
nationally recognized as eco-civic leaders in Canada, perceive their agency and 
capacity to effect change. It explored the notion of “student agency” as it relates to 
the emergent trend around environmental action learning within the field of environ-
mental education (EE) and civics education. Two key findings are examined: (1) the 
suggestion that a critical gap exists between student agency as interpreted in present 
school practices and scholarly and policy perspectives on EE and (2) the learning 
conditions that participating youth identified as critical in developing student 
agency, including the importance of youth–adult relationships. Our collective 
understanding and praxis of environmental action learning need to focus on the 
development (process) of students as active citizens, in the sense of collaborative 
civic actors aimed at socio-ecological change, not simply as “good stewards.”

6.1  �Moving Beyond Recycling Programs

Community cleanups, recycling and composting programs, school gardens and 
local food-based cafeterias, litterless lunches, no idling and water bottle-banning 
campaigns, and other behavior-changing initiatives are examples of student activ-
ism that have become commonplace in schools across Canada over the past decade 
(Astbury et  al. 2009). This groundswell of environmental education (EE)-based 
activism is what practitioners and scholars alike frequently refer to as “environmen-
tal action” learning (Chawla and Flanders 2007, p. 440).

Specific to Canada, the current Ontario Ministry of Education’s EE policy framework 
(2009) “Acting Today, Shaping Tomorrow” , for example, views students as “active 
citizens” (p.  13) and “decision makers to effect positive environmental change” 
(p. 15); teachers are asked to work toward building “student capacity to take action” 

L. Glithero (*) 
Faculty of Education, University of Ottawa, 145 Jean-Jacques Lussier, Office 327, 
Lamoureux Building, Ottawa, ON K1N 9A7, Canada
e-mail: lisa.glithero@uottawa.ca; diz@CanadaC3.ca

mailto:lisa.glithero@uottawa.ca
mailto:diz@CanadaC3.ca


72

(p. 15) and “to effect long-term change” (p. 11); and “system leaders” (i.e., princi-
pals, administrators, policy-makers) are encouraged to make environmental leader-
ship a “whole system responsibility” (p. 18). Similar trends toward environmental 
action learning have also been documented in recent curricular revisions including 
the Ontario Ministry of Education’s Social Studies, History, and Geography (2013) 
curriculum document (grades 1–8), as well as several broader analyses of EE dis-
course focusing on sustainability and citizenship (Kozak and Elliott 2014).

Central to the above trend in EE discourse concerning environmental action 
learning is the recognition of the need to develop change agents in youth through the 
development of student agency, that is, building capacity in students to effect 
broader social change aimed at sustainability and socio-ecological well-being. The 
question remains, however: Can such “personal acts of responsible citizenship” 
(Westheimer 2008, p. 9) – the community cleanups, litterless lunches, water bottle-
banning campaigns, etc. – drive the broader change being advocated for in current 
EE theory and policy? The study on which this chapter is based was designed to 
investigate how a subset of young people – specifically, young Canadians who have 
been recognized regionally and nationally as eco-civic leaders in their schools and 
communities  – interpret their own sense of agency (i.e., their capacity to make 
change) and the kinds of learning conditions they perceived as formative in develop-
ing it. Although a limiting sample population, I was keen to examine the insights of 
youth who are engaged in environmental action learning processes taking place in 
schools or in local community structures as extensions of their formal learning.

This chapter is divided into two parts. In the first part, I examine the participating 
youth’s perceptions of student agency in relation to the emergent trend of learning 
aimed at developing “citizenship skills” (Schusler and Krasny 2010, p. 210) and 
“action competencies” (Schnack 2000, p. 107) within the fields of EE. As for the 
second part, it presents a discussion on the learning conditions that these youth 
identified as critical in developing student agency. Before diving into these two 
central clusters of the ideas presented here, however, I want to briefly situate the 
relevance of this research within a broader international context.

6.2  �Getting “Unstuck”

In investigating how youth, nationally recognized as eco-civic leaders in Canada, 
perceive their agency and capacity to effect change, a narrative inquiry approach 
was used in this research. An online questionnaire, semi-structured interviews, and 
a face-to-face focus group served as the primary data sources. Thirty-four past 
recipients or finalists of the Toyota Earth Day Canada Scholarship (TEDS) partici-
pated in it, and they were all aged 18 and 24 years.

Toyota Canada and the Toyota Canada Foundation, in partnership with Earth 
Day Canada, established TEDS in 2002 to help support emerging young Canadian 
environmental leaders. TEDS “encourages and rewards graduating Canadian high 
school students who have distinguished themselves through environmental com-
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munity service, extracurricular and volunteer activities, and academic excellence” 
with a $5000 grant (www.earthday.ca). Each year the scholarship program recog-
nizes 20 students, all of whom are entering their first year of studies at a Canadian 
university.

Although this chapter is based on a Canadian-centric study, the key findings 
discussed here bear upon discussions of EE pedagogy and praxis that are relevant to 
a much broader international audience. The research, along with my experience 
over the past 15 years as an environmental educator, has led me to the view that we 
are systemically “stuck” on an approach to environmental action learning that is 
focused on learning about (environmental) issues through knowledge building and 
awareness raising and opportunities to be good stewards and good citizens. 
Overlooked are deeper understandings and modes of learning that focus on pro-
cesses aimed at collective action toward socio-ecological change (i.e., youth–adult 
codesign of a community sustainability strategy) and how youth can best co-
participate in these processes. The perspectives of these youth participants  – 
although Canadian  – provide an important platform from which to provoke 
pedagogical conversation globally, enabling us as teachers, school administrators, 
scholars, and teacher educators to see environmental action learning differently and 
to become potentially “unstuck.”

The currency of youth is their energy, innovative thinking, and inherent ability to 
see more relationally (Corcoran and Osano 2009). So, it is valuable to examine what 
solutions youth are already practicing or, at the very least, what information they 
might possess that can help us rethink and/or redesign EE praxis. Furthermore, the 
learning conditions put forth by the participants in this study offer insights from a 
youth perspective that might prove useful in engaging the traditionally disengaged 
youth – an important area requiring more research focus in the EE field.

6.3  �Youth’s Perceptions of Agency and the Coexistence 
of Ego/Eco-centric Thinking

An overwhelming majority of participating youth in the study (85%) interpreted the 
concept of “student agency” in relation to the idea of youth taking action toward 
positive personal and community change. In addition, 68% of youth are identified 
strongly as an eco-civic leader, although there existed a spectrum of interpretations 
as to what “eco-civic leadership” meant for them: one’s “passion,” one’s level of 
“involvement in initiatives” or “engagement in issues” or efforts to “educate others,” 
an overall “mindfulness of community needs,” etc. Finally, 70% of participants 
perceived a strong personal capacity to effect change, although largely through 
individual behaviors and actions. In sum, a central tendency visible in the data is the 
inclination of these youth to perceive the locus of change and action to reside within 
the individual. In other words, most of these youth identified individual, personal 
traits such as motivation, interests, and passions and one’s personal “actions” and 
“choices” as the vehicle for change. What does this first central finding – a widely 
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distributed egocentric perception of agency – mean? Three points worthy of discus-
sion are raised next.

First, these youth perceived school-based learning experiences as limiting their 
(development of) capacity for collective action, since the education system is not 
designed (although it is often imagined) as a space to challenge and change the 
status quo. As put by one participant: “our educational system doesn’t empower 
students to take action; it’s an institutional structure that offers little guidance on 
how to carry a sustainability mindset into a future career and civic life.” In response, 
another two participants added: “there’s just so many more skills we need to help us, 
like getting the ability to be the change makers” and “we need to witness and experi-
ence the process of making change.” Schooling as a whole measures individual 
competency in a standardized body of knowledge and skills related to its application 
(Sterling 2009). In contrast, EE’s focus on cultivating good stewards aligns with the 
individualistic nature of present public education, as pointed out by the study par-
ticipants. Such egocentric thinking has informed how EE is pedagogically perceived 
and reinforced in the classroom. As expressed by yet another participant: “it’s a 
shame how so much of my time outside of school, the institution that is supposed to 
prepare me for the world, doesn’t… students should be educated to become key role 
players in society as they are growing up and should have such an integrated role in 
change occurring within society.”

A second point of note is that the egocentric perception of student agency by 
these youths was, at times, accompanied by insights more reflective of eco-centric 
thinking. For instance, a relatively small number of youth (21%) perceived their 
capacity to effect change as “moderate” or even “limited.” As one participant 
observed: “it is my intrinsic motivation, passion, interests, and determination that 
make me an eco–civic leader.” She then went on to add: “the only way we’re going 
to create change is through building our communities and this community–based 
approach.” For youth like her, the importance of being a part of a community and 
feeling a relational sense of belonging “to something bigger than myself,” including 
the more-than-human world (i.e., eco-centric or more ecologically oriented think-
ing), seemed necessary to cultivating, or perhaps legitimizing, their perceived sense 
of eco-civic identity.

Although seemingly contradictory – and perhaps reflective of the inherent com-
plexities of our human condition  – these particular youths’ egocentric and eco-
centric insights revealed a constructive coexistence; it was not a matter of either/or 
but rather that of and/both. For them, egocentric thinking is important as it serves as 
motivation, commitment, passion, and the idea that one’s actions are pertinent. As 
suggested by one participant: “a young person needs to have it [motivation, commit-
ment, passion] inside them, to say ‘I’m going to do X’… this sense of wanting to 
achieve and succeed.” Eco-centric thinking, on the other hand, matters as it repre-
sents a more reflexive understanding of participatory and collective action toward 
broader socio-ecological change (i.e., collaborative team member of developing a 
community-based water management strategy).

Closer analysis of the demonstrable coexistences of both egocentric and eco-
centric thinking revealed another interesting correlation (Fig. 6.1). The more these 
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youth perceived the locus of change and action to be in the collective sphere (i.e., 
what “we can do” as opposed to what “I can do”), the more limited their perception 
of the capacity to effect change. It seemed that a deeper understanding – or at least 
a heightened mindfulness – of the complexities of effecting broad social and sys-
temic change has led these few self-identified as moderately to strongly eco-civic 
leader youths (9%) to hold a limited perceived capacity to make change. For exam-
ple, one participant shared: “I am under no illusions about my own capacity; society 
is a massive, constantly evolving phenomenon with a huge amount of inertia… the 
approach that many people use is invasive and unsustainable.” Perhaps for these 
youths, experience trumped idealism.

The third and final point I want to make with regard to the youths’ perceptions of 
student agency is the argument that a critical gap seems to exist between how EE is 
widely practiced in schools with relation to active citizenship and how it is theorized 
in the EE literature. Generally speaking, mainstream EE practice in Canadian 
schools overemphasizes the individual as the locus of change and action through a 
narrow focus on fostering good stewards or engaging students in what I have dubbed 
“environmentally responsible stewarding” (Glithero 2015). However, as the emer-

Fig. 6.1  Relationship between the individualistic lens (i.e., egocentric thinking) that was domi-
nated among a large majority of participants in the study and the eco-centric lens that coexisted 
among a smaller subset. Visually represented is the striking correlation between a heightened 
understanding on how change is made (i.e., those few youth who spoke about “collaboration” and 
“communities of practice” [right side]) and their perceived “more limited” capacity to effect 
change (© Jennifer Shepherd)
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gent trend around environmental action learning (Arnold et al. 2009) and active citi-
zenship (Astbury et  al. 2009) critically suggests, along with more recent work 
linking EE to research focused on sustainability, citizenship, and change-oriented 
learning (Wals and Jickling 2009), the development of pro-environmental behaviors 
and personally responsive stewards, although important, is no longer enough. What 
is crucial is that we cultivate an active citizenry of youth who understand processes 
and are capable of participating in broader social and systemic change.

If EE practitioners are to embrace what current, progressive EE theory is advo-
cating, then our collective pedagogical understanding of the locus of change and 
action in environmental action learning – or (environmental) education for “active 
citizenship” – needs to broaden and encompass not only the individual but also the 
collective and social. As the youth in this study demonstrated through their 
responses, it is not a matter of either learning for environmentally responsible stew-
arding or learning the knowledge and skills to effect broader social change; both are 
needed. Currently, we as EE teachers are generally fixated on the former (Capra 
2007), while we need to embrace a broader understanding of change and a deeper 
understanding of environmental action learning experiences and of learning condi-
tions that support students in developing the necessary knowledge and skills to col-
lectively effect change. We need to move environmental learning beyond individual 
behavior change (i.e., personal acts of stewardship) to include (a) collective and 
“strategic behavior change” in the public realm (Chawla and Flanders Cushing 
2007, p. 437) and (b) a deeper learned understanding of, and capacity for, making 
change on a social level.

For the youth in this study, schooling-based learning experiences, although for-
mative in developing their motivation and behavior with regard to individual action 
around stewardship, still have room to develop their perceived awareness of and 
capacity to effect broader collective and social change. For the majority of these 
youth, it was those learning experiences that took place in the community, either 
through self-initiated volunteer, internship, and/or collaborative project building 
experiences, that helped support and/or develop their perceived sense of agency and 
change-making capacity.

Several youths in this study (36%) expressed needing, actively seeking, and/or 
being in the process of experimentally co-creating “supportive spaces of learning,” 
something educational theorists might define as “communities of practice” 
(Wheatley 2005). Having identified such spaces as frustratingly void in public edu-
cation, the youth found or built their own communities of practice. Examples 
include assuming a shared leadership role within a local food security and commu-
nity resiliency building cooperative (http://nourishingontario.ca/true–north/); being 
a co-participant in a “living-learning community” focused on sustainability and 
social innovation (https://uwaterloo.ca/stpauls/residence/future–residents/environ-
ment–living–learning–community); co-founding a youth collaboration to address 
environmental, economic, and social challenges and opportunities in the Arctic 
(https://www.facebook.com/YouthArcticCoalition/); founding a community bike 
cooperative and building a network among other bike coops in the city (http://
santropolroulant.org/en/what–is–the–roulant/collectives/santrovelo/); etc. In each 
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of these instances, it was outside the school walls where these youth sought and 
developed the desired knowledge of, skills for, and opportunity “to do” collective 
action through collaboration.

As social movement theory and history itself have taught us, youth make up their 
own social movements (Clarke and Dougherty 2010). These often aim at challeng-
ing and changing the status quo or the system(s) associated with it. In Canada, in the 
past few years, for example, several youth-led social movements can be identified, 
including (a) We Canada (www.wecanada.org), (b) Powershift Canada (www.
wearepowershift.ca), (c) Shannen’s Dream (www.fncaringsociety.com/shannens–
dream), and (d) Quebec students’ march of 2012. In each of these cases, youth 
championed an innovative idea and mobilized thousands of other youths (and non-
youths) around this idea through alternative approaches to traditional modes of 
social change (Clarke and Dougherty 2010). Much of the literature on youth civic 
engagement, youth social entrepreneurship, and youth leadership in social move-
ments and social change occur, almost exclusively, in the public sphere (Zimmerman 
2007). Youth-led movements typically occur in the wider public sphere, beyond 
formal schooling, because the conditions that allow for innovative ideas, and the 
risk-taking and mistake-making essential to creatively operationalize such ideas, are 
not only present but also widely encouraged in these environments (Johnson 2003). 
Moreover, youth-led social movements that both raise awareness and have impact in 
the public sphere are rooted in collaboration, partnerships, networks, and shared 
leadership models (Gauthier 2003), elements that are not as common in our century-
old, industrialized schooling model.

6.4  �Learning Conditions Important in Developing Student 
Agency

Turning to the second part of this chapter, I discuss the learning conditions that these 
youth identified as critical in developing student agency in the context of eco-civic 
action learning. The youths’ insights on learning conditions focused predominantly 
on teacher praxis. A few insights also addressed broader schooling culture (e.g., shift-
ing the perceived space of learning from classroom to community), as well as curri-
cula more generally (e.g., developing certain skills like communication, presentation, 
and decision-making, among others). However, as discussed in the previous section, it 
was the learning experiences that they encountered when actively seeking to co-par-
ticipate with peers and adults in community projects and processes aimed at broader 
social and environmental change (i.e., outside of the classroom) that best allowed 
them to put many of their insights into practice (i.e., communities of practice).

Specific to teacher praxis, the learning conditions that these youth collectively 
identified as formative shared several common features.

These included the need for teachers to (1) make learning (i.e., curricula) more “personal,” 
“relevant,” and “interdisciplinary”; (2) embrace a more project, experiential, inquiry, and 
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“action-oriented” approach to learning, one centered on students’ interests; (3) perceive 
learning as “outputting,” where experiences embedded in the local community enable stu-
dents to apply their ideas, knowledge, and skills as active participants in real initiatives 
aimed at broader change; (4) value relationships, collaborative and participatory learning, 
and communities of practice; (5) serve as community connectors for youth and as models 
of active citizenship (i.e., to be more aware of opportunities and entry points for their stu-
dents based on students’ respective interests); (6) recognize identified skills (e.g., commu-
nication, partnership building, consensus decision-making, etc.) as important learning 
outcomes alongside a demonstrated knowledge of the curricula; and finally (7) recognize 
the importance of youth–adult relationships in which both serve as co-participants in the 
learning and change-making process.

In the next part of this chapter, I specifically focus on two of these learning condi-
tions put forth above: (1) the idea of “learning as outputting” and (2) the importance 
of youth–adult relationships in which both serve as co-participants. These two condi-
tions, I suggest, effectively serve to illuminate a necessary shift in schooling’s 
approach to environmental action learning that may help us get “unstuck.” By focus-
ing on learning processes aimed at collective action toward socio-ecological change 
(i.e., youth–adult codesign of a community sustainability strategy), the following 
discussion contributes to a much larger and existing argument in the literature on the 
reorientation of teacher education to which I will address in the concluding section.

6.4.1  �Learning as Outputting

The youth participants clearly expressed a desire for learning to be about “doing,” 
to engage in the process of making change, and to have the “supportive framework,” 
“partnerships,” and/or “space” to implement “real initiatives that were actually 
happening out in the world…and not an exercise.” Perhaps more pivotal for educators, 
these youth contextualized this as part of what formal learning (schooling) should 
be. The metaphor of school as “inputting” versus “outputting,” put forth by Noah, a 
20-year-old student, offers a useful perspective around which to shape further 
discussion of action-oriented learning:

Students don’t have to wait until they get out [of school] to start something… they are 
capable of making change when they are in school. My philosophy [on school] is that it is 
all about inputs… you getting knowledge, teachers are talking to you all the time, giving 
information to you but you are not outputting… you are not really contributing to anything 
to make a positive difference when you are in school. A lot of the times students feel that it 
is too much to do both at the same time and it does take time/skills but I do think young 
people are capable of outputting and making a difference while they are students. To create 
that vision a reality is it’s an institutional change how education system is currently versus 
how we envision it to be… we need people at a local level who can drive programs that aim 
to and are dedicated to making all those connections between school and community and 
finding the avenues where they [students] can actually do stuff.

Noah, quoted above, self-identified the current approach of schooling as “inputting” 
and perceived this approach as a central impediment to developing his/students’ 
capacity to engage in processes of effecting change in society – their agency. He 
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went on to articulate a need for a shift in schooling culture (including teacher 
praxis), toward providing more opportunities for learning as “outputting,” experi-
ences that enable youth to participate in “real initiatives” in their communities and 
to authentically engage in the process of change. Noteworthy, Noah and other youth 
participants in the study appear aware on a very concrete level of what celebrated 
educational theorist Paulo Freire (1972) discussed much more abstractly with regard 
to the “banking model” of education – or the notion that the “scope of action allowed 
to the students extends only so far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits” 
(p. 72).

In one illustrative example, Julie, age 18, identified the learning experience of 
building a community garden as “a powerful thing.” In comparing it to school-based 
learning experiences, Julie went on to say: “if I’m talking about like concrete 
changes that I want, then doing them locally is going to, for me, be a lot more pow-
erful than like letter writing campaigns [in school] where the results are very theo-
retical and out there.” Beyond Noah and Julie, participating youth repeatedly 
identified community learning experiences that enabled them to embed themselves 
as participants in decision-making, policy-making, and project development initia-
tives that led to “meaningful” community-based change as their most formative 
learning experiences to date (e.g., “my civic–engagement work with Mississauga’s 
Environmental Advisory Committee taught me about politics, how to get things 
done on committees, and a chance to actually make change”). For many of these 
youth, there was a stark contrast between the kind of learning that they experienced 
through various community participation and leadership opportunities and the “kind 
of learning in a class.” Delving further into the 19-year-old youth’s experience 
quoted above as a member of a local environmental advisory committee, Ben 
shared:

Like it’s day and night between learning in a class and then – I think for a lot of people, if 
they [as a class] went to a meeting at city hall and realized, you know that in the format 
within which things are discussed the range of issues that get brought up, they would see 
that, that they have a chance to actually make change, or that it’s not as intimidating or dif-
ficult as they perceive, that would mean a lot more than just learning about different levels 
of government in class. Students need to witness the process of change.

We can glean from these participants’ stories the imperative that more of the depth 
and quality of learning that they experienced across various community-based 
learning experiences need to be incorporated into the kinds of environmental action 
learning that could/should take place as part of public education learning. 
Inextricably linked to this point is the need to shift the locus of learning from the 
classroom to the community, a key condition identified by the youths themselves.
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6.4.2  �Youth–Adults as Co-participants

Some exciting work has been done on youth–adult relationships both within formal 
educational research and within broader public discourses pertaining to youth. 
Much of this work builds on Roger Hart’s (1997) seminal “Ladder of Young People’s 
Participation.” Despite wide recognition and take-up of Hart’s model, the enduring 
challenge highlighted by the experiences of participants in this study was how to 
cultivate such effective youth–adult partnerships in the context of formal education. 
The majority of youth in this study who addressed youth–adult partnerships devel-
oped these (trans) formative relationships outside of their school-based learning 
experiences. For one 18-year-old youth, her experience at a community-based orga-
nization in which she took the lead on writing a benchmark report on sustainability 
in her region served as a prime example. This report had been identified as a strate-
gic priority for the organization, yet no one had “the time to take it on.” Recognizing 
this, the youth in question, working as a volunteer, offered to take it up. Adult input 
was offered through subsequent team meetings, and the end result was a finished 
report that largely exemplified effective youth–adult partnership. In contemplating 
if such a partnership could take place within formal schooling, very few youth par-
ticipants spoke about teachers giving them this kind of “freedom” and “support” or 
treating them as an “equally valued participant.”

For the few youth who did speak about teachers as “peers” or “co-participants,” 
what was common to the youths’ descriptions of those teachers was the degree to 
which the teachers were embedded in their communities as actively engaged citi-
zens. In addition, the youths identified these particular teachers as having a per-
ceived awareness of myriad local, regional, and/or national opportunities for youths 
with which the students could connect. It seemed the challenge(s) for this kind of 
youth–adult (student–teacher) partnerships in formal learning experiences is not 
only a matter of the “structured” nature of schooling as an institution as aptly 
pointed about by the work of CEYE noted above. It is also a challenge, according to 
these youth, of teacher capacity, teacher education, and teacher identity (Iverson 
and James 2013).

The perspectives of these youth participants, particularly, with regard to the two 
learning conditions discussed above – the notion of learning as “outputting” and the 
need for youth–adults to serve as co-participants in collective social action-oriented 
project learning in the public sphere – provide an important platform from which to 
provoke pedagogical conversation on the need for teachers and teacher educators to 
see and “do” environmental action learning differently.
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6.5  �Teachers as Civic Actors

There are many conceptions of teaching – instructing, guiding, facilitating, mentor-
ing, and empowering, to name a few. In his book, Inventions of Teaching: A 
Genealogy, Brent Davis (2004) offers a genealogical tree of contemporary concep-
tions of teaching. In doing so, he puts forth the argument that teaching, through an 
ecological epistemic lens, suggests teaching as “conversing, a quality of interper-
sonal engagement that is all but ignored in the traditional, radically individuated 
classroom” (p. 177). As Davis asserts, this concept of teaching “point(s) more to 
teachers’ attitudes” than to teacher praxis, although I would argue that both are 
involved. Teaching through this lens directly resonates with, and builds upon, the 
related work of Nel Noddings’ (1984) “ethic of caring,” Max Van Manen’s (1991) 
“pedagogical thoughtfulness,” and Chet Bowers’ (2002) “eco–justice,” as Davis 
notes. He goes on to speak about teaching as “mindful participation” (p. 176) toward 
“expanding the space of the possible” (p. 179), drawing on Maxine Greene’s (1995) 
work on wide-awakeness – “an awareness of what it is to be in the world” (p. 35) 
and the importance of “teaching for openings” (p. 109).

The insights shared by the youth participants in this study overlap with and 
extend (empirically) the work of Davis and related scholars in suggesting the need 
for teachers and teacher educators invested in environmental action learning to 
rethink professional learning around understandings and modes of learning that 
focus on processes aimed at collective action toward socio-ecological change (i.e, 
youth–adult codesign of a community sustainability strategy). This re-/orientation 
is a critically important condition for learning that is specifically aimed at youth 
engagement and student agency development. Part of the necessary reorienting 
work is about shifting teacher attitudes, as pointed out by Davis, to be “mindful in, 
being conscious of, being the consciousness of – the collective” (p.178). Another 
part of this work is about educating teachers on the value of becoming more aware 
and active participants in the communities in which they teach and live.

Although research has been done recently on “self-authoring a civic identity” 
(e.g., Iverson and James 2013), its focus has been on students and less so on teach-
ers and teacher educators. More broadly still, this reorienting work is a cultural 
capacity-building effort, aimed at developing awareness of teaching and learning 
(and schooling) as an experiential and emergent process that takes place in com-
munity – as opposed to a standardized learning institution. This type of learning has 
to do with active, risk-taking participatory action (Reid et al. 2008). Small glimpses 
of this reorientation appeared within existing systems I examined, including the 
Ministry of Ontario’s (Canada) “SpeakUp” and “Students as Researchers: 
Collaborative Inquiry Action Research” (i.e., www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/students/
speakup). However, to understand fully how far this reorientation has progressed 
and how to aid it, further more research is needed on learning experiences where 
students and teachers co-participate in action/change-oriented learning, as well as 
administrative support for such pedagogical experimentation (Reis and Guimaraes-
losif 2012).
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We need to orient EE practice, based on a wider understanding and adoption of 
promising learning processes emerging from such fields as social and participatory 
action learning and critical socio-ecological perspectives and from other works 
related to eco-civic action learning frameworks. Considering that “deep sustainabil-
ity requires deep participation” (Wals and Jickling 2009), youths becoming young 
adults capable of participating as critical, democratic, political, social justice, eco-
logical, and change-oriented citizens represent the learning endgame of educating 
for student agency.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 Name and discuss possible modes of learning that focus on processes aimed at 
collective action towards socioecological change.

	2.	 To what extent do teachers need (or not) to be community activists in order to 
support the development of agency in their students?

	3.	 How does teacher education need to shift in order to better support the develop-
ment of student agency?
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Chapter 7   
Environmental Education as/for 
Environmental Consciousness Raising: 
Insights from an Ontario Outdoor Education 
Centre             

Joanne Nazir and Erminia Pedretti

Abstract  Drawing on insights gained from a study of educators working together 
at an outdoor education centre in Ontario, Canada, this chapter aims to advance the 
idea that raising environmental consciousness involves connecting people to, foster-
ing care for and building agency for their environments. Educating for the environ-
ment requires incorporating alternative education theories and providing people 
with personal, multidimensional experiences in the world, which are ultimately 
transformative. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of these 
ideas for environmental educators and outdoor education facilities.

7.1  �Setting the Scene

While environmental education (EE) has a longstanding history in Canada (Passmore 
1972), a paper published at the turn of the millennium by Constance Russell et al. 
(2000) suggested that EE was by and large an inconspicuous or restrained endeavour. 
Since then, however, spurred by the general acceptance of human-caused environmen-
tal change, and in accord with many countries (e.g. Australia, Japan, United Kingdom 
and United States of America), EE has gained substantial interest across Canada.

Although EE has been an element of Ontario schooling (in different forms and 
degrees) over the last few decades, it was brought to the forefront of educational 
concerns in 2007 by the Ontario Working Group for Environmental Education’s 
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report “Shaping Our Schools, Shaping Our Future: Environmental Education in 
Ontario Schools” (commonly referred to as the Bondar Report). This report unequiv-
ocally acknowledged environmental degradation “as a matter of increasingly urgent 
concern around the world” and described schools as having “a vital role to play in 
preparing our young people to take their place as informed, engaged and empow-
ered citizens who will be pivotal in shaping the future of our communities, our 
province, our country, and our global environment” (p. 1). It urged immediate action 
to expand environmental education efforts and recommended the formation of part-
nerships among formal and informal sectors (e.g. schools, school boards, university 
research groups, environmental organizations and outdoor education centres), justi-
fying these as necessary to providing environmental learning opportunities for all 
students. In the years since the release of this landmark report, several sectors within 
the province have responded to encourage EE in various ways. For example, 
Ontario’s Ministry of Education created the document “Acting Today, Shaping 
Tomorrow” to serve as a policy framework for infusing EE into the province’s 
schools (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009). It has also made efforts to translate 
these policies into practice by integrating EE into official curriculum guidelines for 
kindergarten to high school teachers (Ontario Ministry of Education 2011). 
Additionally, a number of non-formal educational organizations have strengthened 
their programmes and sought to establish stronger links with the formal education 
sector to provide diverse EE opportunities for students. For example, government 
ministries including Environment Canada and Natural Resources Canada have 
developed web-based educational resources that are freely accessible to educators 
and students, while private organisations such as Earth Rangers, Evergreen and 
EcoSchools provide EE programmes, mentorship programmes and learning 
resources for K–12 schools. A comprehensive list of these EE opportunities and 
efforts can be found in the document “Ready, Set, Green” (Ontario Ministry of 
Education 2007).

Yet, despite this flurry of activities, it is unclear how successful efforts have been 
in bringing about environmental teaching and learning. The few existing studies 
designed to explore the impact of EE in Ontario classrooms (e.g. Pedretti and Nazir 
2014) suggest that a number of challenges – philosophical, cultural and practical – 
still hamper its successful pedagogical practice. Among other things, these studies 
note that teachers still find the following particularly troublesome to their EE efforts: 
understanding the relationship of EE to the rest of the curriculum, lack of pedagogi-
cal knowledge about enacting certain aspects of EE (especially action/activism) and 
limited opportunities for meaningful student interactions with the natural world. 
These findings indicate a problem that many scholars of EE have written about (e.g. 
Kahn 2008), that is, the need for forms of EE that take into account the complexities 
of classrooms, learners and environmental issues. In this chapter, we explore the 
consideration of EE as/for environmental consciousness raising and specifically 
through our work with EE at one outdoor education facility in Ontario, Canada.
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7.2  �Turning Ecological Ethics in Life Practice: Four Theories

Environmental consciousness raising is a term that has been used for some time now 
in EE forums (e.g. Krause 1993). While in the past it had been equated with knowl-
edge and/or awareness of environmental issues (e.g. Santopietro 1995) or the per-
formance of prescribed environmentally friendly behaviours such as recycling 
(Schlegelmilch et al. 1996), a review of more recent literature indicates that this is 
changing (e.g. Stevenson et al. 2013). Inherent to these newer conceptions is the 
understanding of humans as complex, existential beings of intentional conscious-
ness and the concept of education as a process of change, which can only be brought 
about by multiple, personally tailored experiences. With this in mind, Arjen Wals 
and Justin Dillon (2013), for example, suggest that new constructions of EE should 
focus on transforming people from their existing ways of being to ways that support 
the long-term sustainable well-being of the Earth in all its fullness. Heesoon Bai and 
Serenna Romanycia (2013) capture this spirit of environmental consciousness rais-
ing when they say that EE is really about “turning ecological ethics into life prac-
tice” (p. 105) or, in other words, making ecological principles into habits of mind, 
body, spirit and heart. Supporters of this latter understanding of EE also point out 
that many mainstream programmes tend to focus on the cognitive, rational develop-
ment of people, and to some extent emotional development, while other multidi-
mensional aspects, that is, the physical and spiritual aspects of human consciousness, 
are largely ignored. Bronwyn Davies (2013) alludes to the significant embodied 
physicality of learning that traditional approaches to EE often ignore, while David 
Greenwood (2013) suggests that a significant aspect of raising environmental con-
sciousness requires providing people with contextual embodied experiences, or 
simply put, deep mind-body-heart experiences. Bai and Romanycia (2013) further 
provide examples of how physical–spiritual exercises like mindfulness, yoga and 
meditation can work to bring people to environmental enlightenment.

Additionally, literature in the field of curriculum studies reveals a number of 
theories that are in sympathy with education for environmental consciousness rais-
ing as introduced above. In this section, we offer four of these theories for further 
consideration – holistic education, ethics of care, transformative learning and expe-
riential learning with the belief that they will help the reader to gain a deeper under-
standing of what environmental consciousness raising means.

7.2.1  �Educating for the Whole Person

Holism is the idea that the world is a seamless, dynamic, interconnected whole of 
which we humans are a part (Miller 2007). Holism accepts that humans are multidi-
mensional beings with physical, mental, emotional and spiritual aspects, and that 
knowledge while complex is ultimately integrated into a seamless whole as well. 
The main goal of holistic education is to bring students, who often see themselves 
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as fragmented, to a balanced, connected and inclusive relationship with the whole 
by educating the whole person. Many scholars have connected holistic education to 
EE. For example, John Miller (2007) describes nature as dynamic and connected 
and explains that an aspect of holistic education is to bring students to an awareness 
of nature’s wholeness and their place in it.

7.2.2  �Developing an Ethic of Compassionate Care

In 1977, Carol Gilligan disrupted the field of ethics by making the observation that 
emotion and intuition, rather than rational reasoning, is a foundation from which 
many people make ethical decisions. Gilligan (1977) defined ethics of care as decid-
ing what is best for one’s immediate relational group based on feelings of attach-
ment and the need to maintain relationships. Nel Noddings (2002), one of the main 
scholars who have applied Gilligan’s work to education, describes care-based edu-
cation as relational, that is, making the themes of attachment, interdependence, the 
connected self and responsiveness to others central to the educative process. The 
focus is on educating the emotions – teaching students to be competent carers and 
sensitive cared – so that they can conceptualize problems in a more compassionate 
way and genuinely seek to find out what is best for all in a particular situation. It is 
important to note that ethics of care go beyond building rationally justifiable affec-
tion or concern and in so doing offer a different axiological base upon which people 
can build different relationships with environments, entities and non-human others. 
Applied to EE, several scholars (e.g. Martin 2007) suggest that students should be 
encouraged to recognize the Earth as a living entity who sustains human life and in 
turn respond to form a relational bond with her, as one would with a loved Other.

7.2.3  �Experiential Learning

Theories of experiential learning emphasize the personal and active processes of 
coming to know. According to David Kolb (1984), experiential learning consists of 
four processes: concrete experience with phenomena, observation and reflection, 
forming of new knowledge and the application and testing of new concepts in new 
situations. While all four processes are important, for many advocates, the focus of 
experiential learning is on concrete, personal experience with phenomena (e.g. 
Breunig 2008). Over the years, distinguishing educative experience from superficial 
experience has been a major thrust. In this regard, Clifford Knapp (1992) suggests 
educative experiences should involve meaningful, challenging interactions with 
phenomena in real-world settings, while Peter Higgins and Robbie Nicol (2011) 
state that experience must involve multidimensional engagement of the mind, emo-
tions and senses. Experiential learning has found expression in EE most clearly in 
the about-in-for model of EE (Lucas 1979). This model suggests that direct contact/
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experience with surroundings is essential to students’ environmental learning by 
bringing about appreciation for nature and providing concrete experiences of doing 
environmentally friendly actions.

7.2.4  �Transformative Learning

Supporters of transformative learning insist that more than passing along facts, true 
learning should bring about deep changes that move people to new and positive 
ways of being. For example, Edmund O’Sullivan (2003) states, “Transformative 
learning involves experiencing a deep, structural shift in the basic premises of 
thought, feelings, and actions. It is a shift of consciousness that dramatically and 
irreversibly alters our way of being in the world” (p.  237). Applied to EE, this 
understanding of transformative learning suggests that pedagogy for environmental 
learning should focus on bringing about learner transformation rather than passing 
along facts and skills.

While theories of holistic education, ethics of care, experiential learning and 
transformative learning differ in their individual details, they share certain underly-
ing premises. They all suggest that human nature is complex, existential and inten-
tional and that environmental educators need to take these characteristics of the 
human condition into account in their conception and practice of EE. In our study 
of outdoor educators’ work with EE, we found these theories particularly salient in 
interpreting educators’ understandings and activities with respect to EE and in com-
ing to the conclusion that they are working from an attitude of EE as environmental 
consciousness raising (as introduced earlier in this chapter).

7.3  �The Uneasy Relationship Between Outdoor 
and Environmental Education

This study of EE occurred within the context of an outdoor education centre (OEC). 
For many, the kinship between outdoor education and environmental education is 
obvious. Russell et al. (2000) describe outdoor/nature-based programmes as one of 
“the diversity of narratives” (p.  207) through which EE is practiced in Canada. 
Lucie Sauvé (2005) another well-established Canadian environmental scholar 
states:

Outdoor education is one of the most effective means of learning about/within the natural 
world and imparting an understanding of nature’s inherent right to exist by and for itself–
humankind’s place in nature being definable only in context of this ethos. (p. 14)

Andrea Foster and Grant Linney (2007), speaking on behalf of the Council of 
Outdoor Educators of Ontario (COEO), assert:
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Early sequenced and repeated experiences in the outdoors [help students] develop a kinship 
with nature that can evolve into an informed, proactive, and lifelong stewardship of our 
natural environment. (p. 53)

Yet, despite such positive popular endorsement, a thorough review of the scholarly 
literature suggests that the relationship between outdoor education and EE is not as 
straightforward as some imply. Indeed, there are scholars who doubt the compatibil-
ity between the two fields. Chris Loynes (2002) and Annette Gough (2007), for 
example, argue that much of what occurs in mainstream outdoor education is outdoor 
skill development, physical fitness and interpersonal development, and that the activ-
ities associated with these promote environmentally detrimental rather than environ-
mentally positive relationships with nature. Furthermore, according to Loynes 
(2002), in mainstream outdoor education “nature is understood as an assault course, 
gymnasium or puzzle to be resolved and controlled. It is a resource to be commodi-
fied instead of a home to which to relate” (p.  3). According to Alison Lugg and 
Dierdre Slattery (2003), in many mainstream outdoor education contexts, EE is lim-
ited to minimum impact behaviour and aesthetic appreciation of outdoor settings.

As much as these criticisms concerning the compatibility between outdoor and 
EE may be true for some contexts, they are at variance with our understanding and 
experience of environmental and outdoor education. Outdoor education programmes 
in Canada have long been associated with EE (Russell et al. 2000). Further, in a 
previous research study we conducted (Pedretti and Nazir 2014), Canadian educa-
tors expressed a strong belief that there is a significant overlap between outdoor and 
environmental education and expressed a longing for the provision of more outdoor 
opportunities to engage students in environmental learning. In a bid to further 
understand the relationship between outdoor and environmental education in the 
Canadian context, we conducted this study of outdoor educators’ work with EE at 
Faraway Dale Outdoor Education Centre (pseudonym). We believe the analysis and 
results of this study will be of interest to environmental and outdoor educators any-
where, both theoretically and practically.

7.4  �Doing Environmental Education at Faraway Dale 
Outdoor Education Centre

Faraway Dale Outdoor Education Centre is located in a large city in Ontario, 
Canada. It is owned and operated by a major provincial school board. The facility, 
which has been used for outdoor educational purposes for over 50 years, consists of 
55 ha of natural green space encompassing meadow, forest, marsh and river habi-
tats. Faraway Dale is a day centre (as opposed to a residential centre) and serves the 
urban and suburban student population within its vicinity. It accommodates over 
1,700 elementary-aged students from 150 schools on visits throughout the school 
year. Faraway Dale has been mandated by its parent organization to provide EE as 
part of its educational efforts. However, other than minimal guidelines, it has been 
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left to educators at the facility to interpret what this means and develop appropriate 
pedagogy to fulfil this mandate. In response, over 50 modified/self-generated pro-
grammes (e.g. Earth Repair Projects, Hiking in Nature, Measuring Biodiversity, 
Exploring Textures in Nature, Physical Patterns in the Changing World, 
Snowshoeing, Collaborating with Nature and Habitats and Communities) are 
offered at Faraway Dale. The overarching principle governing programmes is that 
they should provide cohesive, impactful sequences of outdoor activities to meet the 
centre’s mandated purposes, including EE.

We chose to study the nature of EE at Faraway Dale Outdoor Education Centre 
by examining the lived experiences of nine educators who had each worked there at 
the time for at least 10 years. We refer to the four men and five women who partici-
pated in the study with the following pseudonyms: Bruce, Danny, Keith, Trevor, 
Carol, Kelly, Nesha, Arlene and Ellen. Data collection took place over a period of 
5 months during which we visited the centre regularly on daylong visits at least 
twice every week. Four data collecting strategies were used on these visits: two 
semi-structured interviews with participants, field notes of outdoor education ses-
sions, participant journals, and collection of relevant artefacts (e.g. documents, pic-
tures, and memorabilia); at the end of data collection, we had over 500 pages of 
documented data. Next, we applied established qualitative data analysis procedures 
suitable for analysing human experience (e.g. Polkinghorne 1989) to illuminate the 
nature of EE at the centre. Environmental education as/for environmental con-
sciousness raising emerged as an overarching theme of this analysis. Participants’ 
experiences provide deeper understandings of what this concept is and how it can be 
translated into pedagogical practice.

7.4.1  �Educators’ Insights About Raising Environmental 
Consciousness

At the beginning of the research process, we asked educators at Faraway Dale the 
following question: “What is Environmental Education?” Their responses suggest 
that they were working from an understanding of EE as environmental conscious-
ness raising, with an emphasis on turning ecological ethics into practice or action:

[EE] is when your actions support what you say… that you walk your talk. It means I am 
bringing in my mug, not a cup that I am going to throw away every day. (Nesha, Interview 1)

…to me it’s [EE is] about internal changes. It’s not about don’t pick and pull the branches 
because we are watching you. It’s about... because you feel a connection for the tree. And 
then it doesn’t matter where [students] are. They’re not going to do it because they care and 
see the harm they might cause. (Arlene, Interview 1)

Talk about “walking your talk” and not harming nature because “someone is watch-
ing you” indicates that for these educators, EE is about transforming people intrinsi-
cally and nurturing more relational interactions among people and nature rather 
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than simply bringing about prescribed, extrinsically motivated actions. Additionally, 
comments such as “feeling a connection” demonstrate educators’ commitment to 
environmental consciousness raising as opposed to simply passing along the ratio-
nal canons of knowledge about the living world.

As the research process continued, Faraway Dale educators’ theoretical and 
practical understandings of EE as consciousness raising became clearer to us. These 
took the form of three salient structures: connecting people to the environment, 
fostering compassionate care for the environment, and building agency for living 
low consumption life styles. Below, we expand on each of these structures and illus-
trate how they are enacted through exemplar pedagogical practices.

7.4.2  �Connecting People to the Environment

For these educators, connecting refers to the formation of a personal, tangible, mul-
tidimensional bond with nature. Furthermore this bond is positive, natural and com-
fortable much like the bond that ties a mother to an unborn child. Consider the 
following comments concerning the meaning of connecting to nature:

Connection means finding your place. I think it means seeing where you belong. And that’s 
not about looking down and going, “Here I am and there is everything”. But standing where 
you are and going, “This is my world. This is the air I breathe. This is the water I drink.” 
And knowing there is a whole world out there that you can live in, and be, and prosper–and 
it doesn’t involve money and status. It involves touching, and smelling, and looking and 
feeling in your heart, “This is where I belong”. (Keith, Interview 1)

You can teach about the natural world and how it works, but connecting is more than that. 
It’s that peace and being within yourself that nature provides in a unique way. (Trevor, 
Interview, 1)

An example of how connecting with nature is encouraged at Faraway Dale is 
through the Hug-a-Tree activity. This activity takes place during a hike in a forested 
area. As researchers, we were fortunate to witness it on several field visits with dif-
ferent educators. On these occasions, Hug-a-Tree usually occurred after students 
had learned how to identify a tree. Students were simply invited to identify a par-
ticular tree and give it a hug. While some students were initially sceptical about 
hugging a tree, on each occasion we saw it, those that ended up doing it seemed 
pleasantly gladdened having done so. As Trevor offered, “In some ways tree–hug-
ging is a bit silly. But at the same time you’re hugging a tree. It’s intimate and you’re 
connected to it. You open yourself up to something when you do that” (Trevor, Field 
Visit 1). For us, the activity highlights these educators’ understanding of environ-
mental education as more than a rational cognitive process – in this case the need to 
physically touch as part of the process of coming to know. Pondered more 
deeply, educators’ comments and the pedagogical example suggest that connecting 
is really about nurturing a holistic relationship with the world, which requires 
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multidimensional, authentic experience in the world as suggested by holistic educa-
tion and experiential educational theories discussed earlier in the chapter.

7.4.3  �Encouraging Compassionate Care

Based on Faraway Dale’s outdoor educators’ practices, experiences and responses, 
it seems that they believe that part of their job is to encourage the development of 
compassionate carers and sensitive cared for:

I think it’s important for [the students] to understand how to care for nature and the Earth as 
they would for a family member. (Carol, Interview 1)

Faraway Dale is a place for students to encounter nature face–to–face, brain–to–brain and 
heart–to–heart so they can connect and build a caring relationship with her. (Arlene, 
Journal)

Further, their understanding of care is highly reflective of Noddings’ (2002) ideas of 
care-based education outlined earlier. Care is encouraged amongst students and pro-
vided to students by educators. Applied to EE, educators encourage visiting stu-
dents to recognize nature as a living Other that sustains human life and to respond 
sensitively and positively to form a caring relationship with her. Moreover, students 
are not expected to rationalize why they should care but rather to do so naturally 
from a place of emotional depth.

Educators at Faraway Dale infuse the notion of care across programmes in sev-
eral ways. At the beginning of each educational session students are explicitly intro-
duced to care as an appropriate stance to adopt toward human and non-human others 
while at the centre. Educators also encourage care by modelling it themselves. With 
students they are sensitive, gentle and responsive. Out in the environment, they are 
careful not to step on saplings and tree roots, stick to pathways so as to be as undis-
ruptive as possible, remove bits of garbage they find in the forest and handle wild 
animals only if they need to. They also overtly recognize and praise instances when 
students demonstrate care. Across the research process, we came to realize that the 
notion of compassionate care may be one of the fundamental ideas about the overall 
nature of education that educators in this context hold. Keith made this clear in 
explaining his educational philosophy: “We all need to feel like we’re something 
and that we are cared for” (Keith, Interview 1).

7.4.4  �Building Agency

The third structure of environmental consciousness raising that emerged from our 
work with educators at Faraway Dale was building agency for the environment. For 
these educators, building agency was crucial and involved providing concrete 
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experiences of interacting with the environment in ways that are more benign. 
According to one of the participants:

Most environmental programs are naked of the fact of how to act for the Earth. Don’t do this 
and don’t do that rather than turning it around to show what we should be doing. (Carol, 
Interview 1)

Faraway Dale educators always include one agency building activity as part of 
the programme with every visiting group to the centre. One such activity was the 
Earth Repair Project (ERP), which allows students to participate in a concrete way 
to ameliorate human caused damage on the facility’s grounds. An ERP can take 
many forms, for example, restoring pathways, planting butterfly or medicinal gar-
dens, controlling invasive species, and afforestation. During data collection, we 
observed restoring pathways through woodchipping on several occasions. For this 
activity, students are brought to an eroded pathway. Here, they observe degradation 
of the pathway. The method of resurfacing the path with a layer of woodchips is 
demonstrated. Students are then provided with simple equipment (e.g. buckets, 
shovels and a pile of woodchips) and tasked with resurfacing a given length of path-
way. Next, they are invited to experience the resurfaced pathway and share their 
thoughts and feelings (both positive and negative) about the activity. According to 
educators at Faraway Dale these concrete, interactive experiences scaffold students 
in their movement from wanting and thinking about acting for the environment, to 
feeling empowered to do so, if they are so inclined. In Danny’s words:

Having them [the students] do woodchipping on a path helps them to feel that they are part 
of something greater, something beyond themselves. And it teaches them to look for 
instances where they can help to take care of the Earth around them. (Danny, Fieldnotes 
from Field Visit 2)

These ideas resonate with those described in experiential and transformative learn-
ing theories. The hope is that visitors are experiencing more authentic forms of EE 
(Kahn 2008) and are slowly beginning to alter their ways of being in the world 
(O’Sullivan 2003).

7.5  �Looking Forward

It is often lamented in Ontario (e.g. Pedretti and Nazir 2014) and elsewhere (e.g. 
Rickinson 2001) that despite much effort the efficacy of existing EE programmes is 
dubious. Over the years, partly in response to this problem, the nature and practice 
of EE have been questioned. Many have asked what it means to be environmentally 
educated and have come up with various responses. While recent formulations of EE 
tend to focus on getting people to think deeply and critically about environmental 
concepts and issues (e.g. Kahn 2008), others have suggested that these, along with 
other forms of EE, stem from an incomplete view of people as primarily cognitive-
rational or mainly thinking entities (e.g. Davies 2013). Where other dimensions such 
as emotion and physical action are included in the educative process, they are often 
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treated as subservient to thinking. Indeed, a popular underpinning framework for 
many forms of EE is the know-concern-act model which assumes that knowing 
about the environment in a technical/rational way will lead to an appropriate feeling 
of concern for it, which will in turn act as a motivator for positive environmental 
actions (e.g. Hungerford et al. 1983). In agreement with those who see these assump-
tions as problematic, we support a formulation of EE that takes into account the 
complex aspects of human nature, particularly the notion that humans are beings 
made up of mental, physical, emotional and spiritual aspects and that all of these 
must explicitly be taken into account in any EE endeavour. We suggest that EE as/
for environmental consciousness raising as we have described at the beginning of 
this chapter embraces these ideas. Further by linking the ideas of environmental 
scholars to relevant curriculum theories (i.e. holistic education, ethics of care, expe-
riential learning and transformative learning) we have endeavoured to strengthen the 
theoretical base for viewing EE as/for environmental consciousness raising.

Further, we suggest that the work of outdoor educators at Faraway Dale Outdoor 
Education Centre advances our understanding of what this type of environmental 
consciousness raising means in practice. It does so in two ways: (1) by unpacking 
the term into the structures of connecting, care and agency and (2) by providing 
concrete examples of pedagogical activities for accomplishing these structures. 
Connecting, care and agency inherently take into account the complex nature of 
humans and the interpretation of education as a process of transformation which 
seeks to bring about deep changes in consciousness (O’Sullivan 2003). More than 
cognitive-rational knowing, connecting implies the formation of a personal, tangi-
ble bond with nature. More than concern, care for environments arises out of an 
ethic of compassion and originates from a place of emotion and spirit. Rather than 
prescribing actions for the environment, agency is about empowering students by 
building the motivation and skills to act or not act in ways they personally choose. 
In an outdoor context, accomplishing these structures translates into pedagogical 
practices that provide personal, contextually relevant, multidimensional experi-
ences (i.e. involving mind, body, emotions and spirit) in the real world.

Conceptualizing EE as a process of this type of environmental consciousness rais-
ing has implications for different audiences. For many environmental educators and 
researchers, it will require a shift in ideology with respect to the nature of the human 
being and the educative process. To facilitate this shift, what may be most needed is 
personal experience of learning that not only emphasizes the cognitive rational 
aspect but also honours learning through the body, emotions and spirit, similar to 
what we have described as common practice at Faraway Dale Outdoor Education 
Centre. In other words, educators may need to experience alternative educational 
processes and be transformed themselves before they can begin to fully understand 
the nature of environmental consciousness raising and pedagogies that support it.

For outdoor education workers and its supporters, this notion of EE as/for envi-
ronmental consciousness raising also opens an exciting avenue. It establishes more 
concretely the link between outdoor and environmental education by demonstrating 
how education in the outdoors is necessary to environmental learning by providing 
powerful educative and transformative experiences. It provides outdoor educators 
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with structures and theories they can work with as they continue to develop their 
own EE programmes. This is important especially in a time when the question of 
relevance is an issue that existing outdoor education centres are increasingly being 
asked to respond to. One strong response that such facilities can make is that they 
are essential for providing students with the kinds of personal, multidimensional 
experiences with the natural world required to build connections, care and agency 
for the environment and ultimately raising students’ environmental consciousness.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 In “setting the scene”, what underlying problem(s) do the authors acknowledge 
as their impetus for writing the chapter? Do these problem(s) resonate in your 
situation and if so, how?

	2.	 What are the salient features of “environmental consciousness raising” accord-
ing to the authors?

	3.	 How does the reported study of Faraway Dale Outdoor Education Centre deepen 
your understanding of environmental education as/for consciousness raising?

	4.	 How might an environmental educator in a non-outdoor setting include the 
notion of consciousness raising into her/his pedagogical practice?
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Chapter 8
Indonesian Adventures: Developing 
an Ecology of Place on Sulawesi Utara

Vajiramalie Perera, Wiske Rotinsulu, John Tasirin, and David Zandvliet

Abstract  In this chapter, we develop an island metaphor to communicate our 
emerging framework for EE in Indonesia. The concept of an island is a powerful 
metaphor in everyday speech as well as in the disciplines, and we use it here as an 
attempt to clarify our meaning of community. Beyond the metaphor, islands have 
also played a major role in the realm of knowledge construction (e.g., descriptions 
of isolated gene pools were seen as instrumental in the development of Darwinism, 
and these processes were described as taking place within the “Malay” archipelago 
by Wallace). Social anthropology also uses islands implicitly in the description of 
isolation and boundedness in cultural systems. In the case of Sulawesi Utara, this 
insularity is a strong descriptive metaphor but also describes an ecological reality 
for this region. Environmental learning then can draw on the functions, intersec-
tions, and relations of place-based education. Our discussion is informed by a place-
based island metaphor for ecological education that emerged from the development 
work for a field school conducted in Indonesia. Place-based education (in our view) 
discards a one-sided view of education by taking as its first assumption that educa-
tion is both “about” and “for” defined communities. This perspective then informed 
a study of place-based education on Sulawesi Utara and the design of the field 
school for teachers that we conduct there.

8.1  �Prologue

From a look at a globe or a map of the Eastern hemisphere, we shall perceive between Asia 
and Australia a number of large and small islands forming a connected group distinct from 
those great masses of land, and having little connection with either of them. Situated upon 
the Equator, and bathed by the tepid water of the great tropical oceans, this region enjoys a 
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climate more uniformly hot and moist than almost any other part of the globe, and teems 
with natural productions which are elsewhere unknown. The richest of fruits and the most 
precious of spices are Indigenous here. (Alfred Russell Wallace 1890, p. 11)

At its initial conception, it was envisioned that an elective field school program in 
Indonesia (as part of the undergraduate minor in environmental education (EE)) 
would appeal to teacher candidates who were interested in pursuing a career in this 
domain. The focus of the field school was to be on the development of students’ 
environmental perspectives through an investigation of diverse ecological contexts 
in an international setting. Most importantly, we believed that the adventurous 
aspect of the field school would create a unique place-based learning opportunity 
for students.

Indeed, Indonesia offers students a rich opportunity to explore intercultural and 
international approaches in education as part of a unique semester-abroad experience. 
The program includes two courses: environmental education (104 h) and directed 
studies in environmental education (52 h). These are delivered in cooperation with 
local partners and involve day excursions or multiple day-trips to local communities, 
national parks, meetings with community organizations, exchanges with university 
students, cultural events, presentations by university representatives, and volunteer 
work with community organizations and schools. These experiences form the core of 
a place-based curriculum centered in various island communities on Sulawesi Utara, 
located on the northern tip of the island formerly known as Celebes. Our interactions 
with the community there set up a dialectic that leads to service learning opportunities 
and formulation of self-directed studies in support of local community. In this, stu-
dents were encouraged to develop a project that supported local efforts at environ-
mental remediation, communication, or curriculum development.

The course follows in the footsteps of explorer and naturalist Alfred Russel 
Wallace, who traveled extensively throughout the region in the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury and codeveloped his theory of natural selection with Darwin. The place also 
witnessed waves of intrepid Dutch traders prior to that, who colonized much of 
modern-day Indonesia, centralizing governance in Jakarta and developing its botan-
ical treasures into a three-century monopoly on the trading of coveted spices such 
as cloves and nutmeg. In this context, the study program for the field school pro-
vides opportunities for students to consider environmental perspectives in both rural 
and urban settings while also considering theories associated with critical and 
place-based education such as those of decolonization and re-inhabitation as 
described by David Grunewald (2003).

8.2  �“We’re Going on an Indonesian Adventure”

This chapter also researches and describes through an ethnographic perspective a 
core EE course taught in the international setting of Indonesia. The course examines 
in detail the educational problems entailed in developing human awareness and 
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understanding of the environment through a dialectic of the global and local. It also 
explores environmental issues through multidisciplinary lenses which include scien-
tific inquiry, aesthetic, and social justice perspectives to a consideration environ-
mental ethics. It also relates historical and contemporary issues in human–environment 
interactions to school curricula from the elementary to the secondary level. Designed 
for prospective teachers, the course is a core for the minor in environmental educa-
tion at Simon Fraser University (SFU).

From volcano geology to highland agriculture studies to coral reef ecology, students can 
look forward to a range of coursework about the environment. With the current trends in 
sustainable development, the main objectives of this field school will be on developing 
students’ environmental perspectives through hands on fieldwork in an international set-
ting. Also, the program provides an introduction to how educators can promote environ-
mental and ecological thinking across all grade levels and all subject areas. (Excerpt from 
the 2011 brochure)

This study describes the development and delivery of an international field school 
in Indonesia that has been offered since 2007. The field school represents collabora-
tion with the Universitas Sam Ratulangi in Manado that extends the university’s 
earlier capacity building in the region with the CIDA-funded Eastern Indonesian 
Universities Development Project (EIUDP) through the 1990s (Munro and Dagg 
1998). We employ an auto-ethnographic reporting style where “researchers consti-
tute their own object of research so that the knowing subject and the research object 
become one” (Roth 2005, p. 109). In addition, we explore the “lived experience” 
(van Manen 1990) of students and faculty participating in the program and relate to 
our evolving conceptions of a critical place-based education in situ and the relation-
ship of this experience to various learning outcomes associated with environmental 
and ecological education.

The model for ecological education discussed in this chapter builds on existing 
theories of place-based education (Smith 2002) while describing a deepening part-
nership between Indonesian and Canadian universities in the offering of an interna-
tional field school. It draws on participatory action research methods (Gaventa 
1988) to relate the perspectives of various stakeholders including community mem-
bers, students, teachers, and university faculty throughout our work.

The goal for place-based education of this nature is to describe an ecology that 
emphasizes the embeddedness of human societies and cultures within localized 
places or communities (Bowers 1999). This conceptual model describes a range of 
ecological, sociocultural, and technical influences that frame educators’ interpreta-
tions of curriculum. Our field school explores this model within the context of island 
communities where we apply the framework in specific ways – contributing to the 
development of future educators through their field work, community service, and 
curriculum development (Fig. 8.1).
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8.3  �“Island” as Metaphor and as Place

The position of Celebes (Sulawesi) is the most central in the Archipelago. Immediately to 
the north are the Philippine islands; on the west is Borneo; on the east are the Molucca 
islands; and on the south is the Timor group – and it is on all sides so connected with these 
islands by its own satellites, by small islets, and by coral reefs, that neither by inspection on 
the map nor by actual observation around its coast, is it possible to determine accurately 
which should be grouped with it, and which with the surrounding districts. (Russel Wallace 
1890, p. 380)

The Indonesia Field School uses an island metaphor to communicate a developing 
framework for place-based education that is suitable for an archipelago nation like 
Indonesia. The concept of an island is a powerful metaphor in everyday speech as 
well in disciplines such as sociology or science, and we use it here as an attempt to 
clarify our meaning of community. Social anthropology also uses islands implicitly 
in the description of isolation and boundedness in cultural systems (Ericksen 1993). 
In the case of Sulawesi Utara, this insularity is a descriptive metaphor that also 
depicts the ecological reality for the region as a distinct cultural region and a biodi-
versity hotspot with high levels of endemism.

Islands have also played a major role in the realm of knowledge construction in 
science: descriptions of isolated gene pools, for example. Indeed, Wallace (1890) 
first described a mechanism for natural selection in the Malay Archipelago:

Isolation is no doubt an important aid to natural selection, as shown by the fact that islands 
so often present a number of peculiar species … an examination of its animal productions 
shows Celebes (Sulawesi) to be at once the poorest in the number of its species, and the 
most isolated in the character of its productions, of all the great islands in the Archipelago 
… A considerable number of its animal forms are so remarkable, as to find no close allies 
in any part of the world …. (Russel Wallace 1890, p. 31)

Today, nearly 70% of all species on the island of Sulawesi are still considered 
endemic to the island (John Tasirin, personal communication). These include a 
range of endangered mammals, such as the anoa (a dwarf species of water buffalo), 
babirusa (the so-called pig deer), bear, cuscus, maleo bird, and a number of rare 
species of primate (i.e., the black crested macaque and spectral tarsier). This high 
degree of endemism is attributed by scientists – Darwin and Wallace included – to 
the isolated physical location of these islands and the extremely active seismic 

Manado

Sulawesi

Fig. 8.1  Location of the 
Indonesia Field School 
(Adapted from: https://
www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the–world–
factbook/geos/id.html)
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nature of the surrounding region. It is a place where the Asian and Australian tec-
tonic plates collided and brings about a blend and evolution of floral and faunal 
species from the Oriental and Australasian bioregions of the world.

Geographically, islands can be said to be mountains that emerge from the bottom 
of the sea to tower above the water. In the case of Sulawesi Utara, this is literally the 
case as active and dormant volcanoes, fringed by coral reefs, form the backdrop for 
various forms of community life. The structural similarity of the “phenomenologi-
cal order” between such types of landscape as an island in the middle of the open 
sea allows for the similarity of metaphorical meanings for an island or mountain 
(Lehari 2005). In this, the precondition of an island’s metaphorization is its exis-
tence in our own environmental experience. Put more simply, “an island is not an 
island, until you go there” (Zandvliet and Brown 2006). That is, the isolating com-
ponent of this methaphorization of island can only be described by those “on island” 
looking back out rather than those viewing the phenomenon from other vantage 
points (Fig. 8.2).

8.3.1  �Sulawesi Utara

The first night we were there, a bunch of us caught our first Indonesian sunset. I remember 
us being in awe at the colours of the sky, the Manado Tua volcano backdrop and the calm-
ness of the Celebes Sea. (Vajiramalie/RA)

Locating a field school in the Minahasa region of Sulawesi was an ideal design deci-
sion for modeling our concept of place-based education owing to both its cultural 
and biological diversities. The region must be truly experienced to be understood:

The trees are more covered with lichens and mosses, and the ferns and tree–ferns are finer 
and more luxuriant than I had been accustomed to seeing ... The forest, however, is most 
luxuriant. Noble palms, Pandani, and tree–ferns are abundant in it, while the forest trees are 
completely festooned with Orchideae, Bromeliae, Araceae, Lycopodiums, and mosses … 
Ordinary stemless ferns abound; some with gigantic fronds ten or twelve feet long, others 
barely an inch high; some with entire and massive leaves, others elegantly waving their 
finely–cut foliage, and adding endless variety and interest to the forest paths …. (Russel 
Wallace 1890, p. 349)

Bunaken 
National 

Park

Tangkoko
Nature
Reserve

Fig. 8.2  Manado and the 
Minahasa region (Adapted 
from: http://www.
minahasa.net/en/about–
map.html)
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The reasons for this abundance are clear: first, the region has been recognized as a 
biodiversity hotspot by scientists (UNESCO 2005) and is located well within the 
famed coral triangle. Second, located on the northern tip of an island, Sulawesi is 
itself surrounded by other small volcanic island groups to the north and south and is 
bathed by the warm currents of the Celebes Sea.

8.4  �Learning in Place

Being from (an island) not so far from Indonesia, I was quite used to the climate and living 
conditions. I enjoyed the hot weather, spicy food and beautiful beaches. Almost every facet of 
Indonesia reminded me of home … Still I was a little afraid that I would not get experience of 
being outside my comfort zone … little did I know that the experiences that have changed my 
life came from our group and the ordeals that we had to endure together …. (Vajiramalie/RA)

The learning activities designed for the field school allowed students to build com-
munity through student dialogue while also experiencing diverse natural settings such 
as the active volcanoes of Lokon and Mahawu in the highlands of Tangkoko Nature 
Reserve (a protected lowland forest) and Pulau Bunaken (with its fringing coral 
reefs). These activities first exhibited the adventure aspect of our experience perhaps 
challenging students physically and/or mentally while also providing a firsthand look 
at the extraordinary diversity of ecosystems present in the Minahasa region.

Our natural history adventures lasted from short trips of a few days to longer 
trips of a week or more, as we explored the surrounding environment from a geo-
logical and/or biological perspective. These scientific experiences were comple-
mented with visits to cultural sites such as Pasar tradisional (the traditional market) 
in Tomohon or Airmadidi (with its ancient Minahasan burial crypts known as 
Waruga). Many other activities explored traditional local (sustainable) technolo-
gies, such as bamboo cooking, fish traps, and other forms of traditional knowledge 
that have been part of these local cultures for thousands of years.

My fondest memory in Indonesia is definitely the outing to Tangkoko National Park. The army 
of macaques that surrounded me that afternoon was unreal. All it took was one alarm call from 
one macaque and a crowd of them appeared, it was beyond what I expected to see on the field 
school … it was an amazing experience…. (Steven, field school participant) (Fig. 8.3)

Important to our goal of modeling ecological education practices: several different 
indigenous groups were present in the Minahasa highlands along with an intermin-
gling of migrant populations from neighboring islands in the coastal region. It is a 
textbook case of cultural boundedness that has been eased by the migration of other 
groups to Minahasa. In the highlands, nine tribes have merged to form the dominant 
Minahasan cultural group. Much of this intermingling was accelerated by the colonial 
presence of early Portuguese or Dutch traders. While Portuguese were in the region 
only briefly, the Dutch planted coffee or spices leaving a lasting cultural impact. This 
included the establishment of Christianity as the dominant religion in the region and 
the persistence of the Dutch language among elders in the community.
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8.5  �Dutch Influence

The country was divided into districts, and the system of Controlleurs, which had worked 
so well in Java, was introduced. The Controlleur was a European, or a native of European 
blood, who was the general superintendent of the cultivation of the district, the adviser of 
the chiefs, the protector of the people, and the means of communication between both and 
the European Government … under the direction of the Controlleurs most of the houses 
were rebuilt on a neat and uniform plan. It was this interesting district which I was now 
about to visit …. (Russel Wallace 1890, p. 344)

For us, environmental learning in a place like Indonesia draws on the functions, 
intersections, and relations of a critical form of place-based education. For example, 
in our “spice of life” assignment, we analyzed the ongoing Dutch influence in the 
region as a historic spice-producing region for the Dutch East India Company (or 
VOC) through a variety of activities. In this assignment, we describe differences 
between colonial relations to place and other (indigenous) relations to land, where 
a traditional ecological knowledge of the land is integral to “being and knowing in 
the world” (Meyer 2008, p. 211), this as seen through the globalizing practice of 
spice trading (Fig. 8.4).

The major source of new and useful spices turned out to be in South East Asia where spices 
such as pepper, cardamom, ginger, cinnamon, cloves and nutmeg were indigenous. After a 
brief period of Portuguese dominance in the region, Dutch traders drove all other European 
nations out of the region and gained a virtual monopoly of the trade in nutmeg and cloves 
... Dutch influence grew with the increasing wealth of the enterprising Dutch East India 
Company until the British and French smuggled out plants and began competing planta-
tions in other regions. The Dutch East India Company eventually collapsed in 1799 …. 
(Excerpt from Spice of Life assignment guidelines)

This colonial relation to place in Minahasa is still evident (alongside indigenous 
perspectives) as large clove and coffee plantations persist in and around many vil-
lages such as Rurukan. Despite the end to Dutch colonization in the 1950s, this 
relationship remains a complex one as many Minahasans fought alongside the 
Dutch (against the Javanese) during the Indonesian war of Independence. Some 
Minahasan elders continue to believe that they enjoyed greater economic and 

Fig. 8.3  Black crested macaque (Tangkoko), Waruga complex (Airmadidi), and bamboo cooking 
(Tomohon) (© D. Zandvliet)
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political autonomy under colonial Dutch rule than under their current leaders in 
Jakarta (personal communication), this, despite the recent efforts by the central gov-
ernment in Jakarta to grant greater autonomy in the region.

8.6  �Kawanua

In the Minahasa language the word Kawanua often means inhabitant of the country, or 
wanua–wanua (people) who are one, or Mina–Esa (Minahasa People) …. (John Tasirin, 
local lecturer, personal communication)

The meaning of the word Kawanua is thought to be derived from the earlier proto-
Malay word Wanua, meaning a dwelling or domain, and later it developed to mean 
village, negeri (country), or nation. At the same time, in Minahasan culture, the 
word Wanua had come to take the deeper (ecological) meaning of country or 
village.

For the first part of our stay in Indonesia, we typically attempt to embody the 
concept of Kawanua as we try to inhabit the area: imbedding ourselves in typical 
highland patterns of daily life while observing/participating in the rituals which sur-
round us in this largely subsistence-based agricultural region. These patterns include 
(in part) communal agricultural practices, local or small cottage industries, and 
intergenerational vocational education programs.

We settled into the nice cool weather and fresh mountain air… we were invited to a “wed-
ding breakfast dinner” at a close–by village. They had interesting customs and were very 
accommodating to us …. (Veronica, field school participant)

The techniques we use to imbed ourselves in community life include a process of 
community mapping that involves open-ended, ecological inquiry into the life of a 
village or locality. As part of this process, students are asked to observe, analyze, 
and represent their personal experiences of community to each other through each 
of three lenses. The first (sociosphere) involves people-watching and otherwise dia-
loging and informally interacting with locals (using interpreters where necessary). 
The second (technosphere) involves investigating the how and why things are done 

Fig. 8.4  Nutmeg, coffee and cloves, profitable Indonesian commodities in the Dutch colonial time 
(© D. Zandvliet)

V. Perera et al.



107

a certain way (e.g., building or farming techniques). Finally, the lens of ecosphere 
considers the all-encompassing natural environment where all of these other activi-
ties take place (Fig. 8.5).

We were sent on our community–mapping project … I loved this part of the field school. 
Walking through the village and talking to random strangers was quite exciting. I really 
enjoyed walking through paddy fields and visiting the pagoda …. (Jessica, field school 
participant)

8.7  �A Critical Approach to Place-Based Education

On one occasion, shortly after the community mapping activity and just after a visit 
to the traditional market in Tomohon, one student expressed a deep concern: he 
noted that many endangered species we had observed on excursions to natural areas 
such as the Tangkoko Nature Reserve (i.e., rats, bats, snakes, monkeys) had found 
their way to the market as food. To this point one of the local lecturers (John Tasirin) 
responded:

This is the problem we are trying to address. In the Minahasa region, we have one of the 
highest levels of biodiversity on the planet … but we have a culture that eats everything...

Later in the field school, this same lecturer related that the actual relationship might 
be a bit more complex than originally stated. During a personal communication, he 
indicated that this cultural reality underscores a need for critical forms of environ-
mental education as the loss of an endangered species such as Macaca nigra (the 
black crested macaque) would also see a loss of significant cultural capital. However, 
many Minahasans (himself included) still consume local (indigenous) plants or ani-
mals as a kind of cultural practice  – often linked to their personal identity as 
Minahasans in an increasingly globalized and interconnected society (Fig. 8.6).
The notion of place-based education has been well described by David Orr (1992) 
and David Sobel (1993), while related ideas have been expanded on by others (e.g., 
Woodhouse and Knapp 2000). The idea of place-based learning connects theories of 

Fig. 8.5  Tree ferns, farm collaborative, market produce, and rice paddy all representing the com-
munity (© D. Zandvliet)
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experiential learning, contextual learning, problem-based learning, constructivism, 
outdoor education, indigenous education, and environmental education. The above 
incident underscores the need for critical approaches in the study of place-based 
education in that it has both ecological and cultural dimensions. In support of what 
he described as a critical pedagogy of place, David Gruenewald (2003) states that 
our educational concern for local space (community in the broad sense) is some-
times overshadowed by both the discourse of accountability and by the discourse of 
economic competitiveness to which it is linked. Echoes of this idea can be seen in 
the increasing influences of globalization that are observed in many urban areas of 
Indonesia, but also in the Dutch colonial influences that are still visible in the 
Minahasa region. As this case illustrates, the consumption of local foods becomes 
commodified at a local market rather than a home-based cultural practice. This, in 
turn, contributes to the growing conservation issues as they are influenced by 
increasing urbanization caused by the fact that more and more Indonesians leave 
their rural communities for jobs in the larger cities.

8.8  �Menado (Manado) and the Coastal Region

The little town of Menado is one of the prettiest in the East. It has the appearance of a large 
garden containing rows of rustic villas with broad paths between, forming streets generally 
at right angles with each other. Good roads branch off in several directions towards the 
interior, with a succession of pretty cottages, neat gardens, and thriving plantations, inter-
spersed with wildernesses of fruit trees. To the west and south the country is mountainous, 
with groups of fine volcanic peaks 6,000 or 7,000 feet high, forming grand and picturesque 
backgrounds to the landscape. (Russel Wallace 1890, p. 341)

The Manado that Wallace described some 150 years ago was a product of coastal 
human migration patterns to this productive and scenic region. However, these were 
magnified by increased development during Dutch colonial times. Today, the region 
has seen more dramatic growth as a global tourism destination (due to its proximity 

Fig. 8.6  Traditional highland food, bajo with fish trap, UNSRAT biologist, John Tasirin (© 
D. Zandvliet)

V. Perera et al.



109

to the Bunaken Marine Park) and as an important regional center for government, 
agriculture, mining, and commerce. It increasingly resembles any large city with 
popular shopping complexes, fast food, chic hotels, and trendy restaurants. As the 
city grows, so do its problems: urban encroachment on protected areas, solid waste 
(i.e., plastic migrating to coral reefs), air pollution, and traffic congestion. In short, 
Manado faces many of the same sustainability issues that larger urban areas face, 
for example, how to balance development without compromising the important eco-
logical and cultural capital present in the surrounding regions.

This then was to be the true urban adventure as an important program activity is 
the act of living in and experiencing the city of Manado. We do this by shopping or 
eating, by interacting with school children while teaching English at local schools, 
by meeting with local NGOs, and by attending lectures at the local campus of 
Universitas Sam Ratulangi. The content of these activities provides participants 
with a host of information on topics such as marine ecology and the natural history 
of Sulawesi Utara, but they also include topics of a more urban focus including 
issues of language and culture, public health, education, and a variety of other 
development-related issues. The intent of this is to allow students to draw connec-
tions between their everyday lives and the issues apparent in the surrounding physi-
cal/cultural environments that support their (largely) urban lives.

Overall, we believe that the inclusion of a form of urban EE in our field school 
program gives students a greater appreciation of the diversity of cultural and environ-
mental systems around them as well as an urge to act to overcome existing problems. 
Indeed, it is a synergy of universities, schools, and community-based organizations 
that are together struggling to promote more sustainable living here in Sulawesi 
Utara and abroad. Still, common urban practices such as hyper-consumerism, envi-
ronmental depletion, and socioeconomic inequality also need to be seen as contribut-
ing to the range of environmental problems. All educators, as individuals and 
professionals, are expected to respond to the collective demand for a greener socially 
just world but are themselves implicated through their everyday lives:

My experience has allowed me to develop another set of lens in viewing our home in 
Canada. It has made me more aware of how my value system, decisions, and actions all 
influence my immediate surroundings and may encompass environmental consequences.... 
(Jessica, field school participant)

8.9  �Island Reflections

Bunaken National Park, only a few watery kilometers from the growing city of 
Manado, encompasses a coral ecosystem and has been recently proposed as a 
UNESCO World Heritage listed site. It is also considered by scientists to be near the 
epicenter of marine biodiversity on the planet (UNESCO 2005). This location marks 
a final destination for course activities. Here students finalize coursework and reflect 
deeply on their learning throughout the program. Portfolio presentations and action 
projects comprise the bulk of the activity while on island, and these are 
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supplemented by a number of field excursions to beaches, reefs, villages, schools, 
and other excursions (i.e., dolphin or whale-watching)  – all of these occurring 
within the park boundaries. Students engage in peer-teaching activities where they 
also share knowledge gained about the local ecology and culture and try out ideas 
or techniques related to the practices or theories of environmental education 
(Fig. 8.7).

During the last module of the course (in the form of a retreat), you will share artifacts, ideas, 
writings and lessons using a portfolio of your own design, to demonstrate learning and con-
nections made between conceptual frameworks for Environmental Education and your own 
developing practice …. (Excerpt from 2014 course syllabus)

Through deep reflection within the portfolio process, participants come to under-
stand that place-based and experiential programs can examine the complexity of 
natural systems. Human interaction with/in these systems is also examined while 
they explore how holistic forms of education can help to develop a sense of respect 
and appreciation for the natural world. Aesthetic appreciation, along with a scien-
tific understanding of nature, encourages them to act to protect and sustain the envi-
ronment. The actions they intend will take the form of detailed directed studies 
proposals that students compose in order to complete their studies in the semester-
long program.

Student-designed (directed studies) projects take the form of curriculum writing 
projects, community action projects, or various other types of creative works 
(McClaren and Hammond 2005). Throughout, the principles for organizing and 
conceptualizing EE are demonstrated and applied by students. These aspects include 
a consideration of complex systems, aesthetics, environmental responsibility, and 
the practice of an environmental ethic (BC Ministry of Education 2007). As educa-
tors, we need to facilitate understandings of what constitutes responsible environ-
mental action but also to help students to think/act responsibly in both their personal/
professional lives.

Fig. 8.7  Artistic expression (water colors) as an example of the portfolio process by Merissa 
Robson (© D. Zandvliet)
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8.10  �Ecological Education

Ecological frameworks (such as the one described here) apply the principles of ecol-
ogy, derived from the Greek root “oikos” (household), to an examination of the rela-
tionship of all living things with their environments and with one another as living 
and interdependent systems (Bowers 1999). So too, in a philosophical sense, ecologi-
cal notions such as community or Kawanua apply to our conception of the human–
world relationship and to the theory and practices of education. Ecological frameworks 
also aim to build on a specific understanding: that humankind is an interconnected 
part of both the human and natural worlds (Smith 2002). Further, to understand eco-
logically is to make sense of the human world as part of, not apart from, nature; it is 
to understand humankind’s “interconnectivity in life” (Grunewald 2003, p. 6).

It was in North Sulawesi that I found a true appreciation and realization as to just how 
interconnected our environment is … Living here (in Canada) I feel disconnected from my 
immediate environment. In Indonesia, I knew where the banana I was eating came from as 
I saw the (Minahasa) boy cut it down from a tree, and I knew where my fish was from as I 
saw it swimming in the ocean …. (Amanda, field school participant)

Understanding ecologically also has an emotional core: one’s knowledge about eco-
logical processes and principles is meaningful due to an emotional attachment to the 
world and all of its living communities. According to the authors, the consideration 
of an inclusive, ecological framework for education at once responds to a critique of 
the mainstream organization of curricula by providing for alternative issue-based 
and place-based pedagogies while allowing teachers to interpret curriculum in ways 
that refocus learning on and in communities. Teaching within an ecological frame-
work focuses energies on the importance of quality of life within communities 
while assisting students in the development of a sense of place within them. While 
others such as Gruenewald (2003) and Smith (2002) make arguments for place-
based or community-based models of learning, we attempt to take this view further 
by also describing the need for critical and embodied approaches in their implemen-
tation. Central to this is the idea that ecological frameworks for education recognize 
that our assumptions about effective teaching are best enacted when actions are 
deeply embedded within the complexity and authenticity of real communities:

Teaching in Indonesia at both a public and private school made me realize two things. First, 
just how much I love working with children. Second, that providing people with a proper 
education can happen anywhere. You don’t have to have big fancy schools, projectors, smart 
boards etc. what is essential is having capable and caring educators. No matter where I go 
in life, whether in the traditional classroom or in a government office, I aspire to be an 
educator. (Amanda, field school participant)

By the end of my two months in North Sulawesi, Indonesia “Terima kasih” (thank you) 
rolled off of my tongue with no trouble. It is a phrase I hope I never forget as I am forever 
thankful for my time and experience in Indonesia … (Rachel, field school participant)

8  Indonesian Adventures: Developing an Ecology of Place on Sulawesi Utara



112

8.11  �Final Thoughts

For me, Indonesia is like that door that ‘Alice in the Wonderland’ enters. Indonesia was an 
experience of many ‘firsts’ for me such as swimming in the ocean, visiting a black sand 
beach, hiking … just to name a few …. (Jessica, field school participant)

As described here, the idea of place-based learning connects theories of experiential 
learning, contextual learning, problem-based learning, constructivism, outdoor edu-
cation, indigenous education, and EE. However, in describing the need for a critical 
pedagogy of place, Gruenewald (2003) writes that our educational concern for local 
space (community) can be overshadowed by the discourse of accountability and 
economic competitiveness to which it is linked. This assertion has also been wit-
nessed through our experiences in Sulawesi Utara as the influence of globalization 
is increasingly felt within the local communities we visit during the field school. 
Place becomes a critical construct to its opponents, not because it is in opposition to 
economic well-being but because it challenges assumptions about the dominant 
metaphor of progress and its embedded values.

An ecological framework for EE breaks from this mold by taking as its first 
assumption that education is both about and for community. Ecological conceptions 
of education should place an emphasis on the inescapable embeddedness of humans 
and their technologies in natural systems. Instead of conceptualizing nature as 
Other, it involves the practice of viewing humans as one part of the complex natural 
world, where human societies and cultures are a product of the interactions between 
our species and the places in which we find ourselves (Smith 2002). Such an 
approach also negates issues of right or wrong and allows individuals or groups to 
consider multiple (cultural) perspectives on an issue or problem. This allows for 
sociocultural critiques to be placed alongside the usual scientific or economic con-
siderations. The implications of this shift in thinking could be profound for the 
future of environmental education:

There is an unexplainable distinction between departing and arriving – so much fills the 
space between the two and it seems as if words cannot convey the weight of the experience. 
I am here, on the plane … about to take off from the Manado airstrip. We are … full of 
memories, experiences, new destinations, sadness, future plans, and we have shared some-
thing that is more than we ever envisioned it to be … Never before have I been so ignited 
with future aspirations and felt the possibility of it all and how anyone, anywhere can 
impact who we are and how we perceive the world. (Veronica, field school participant)

As a final reflection, the Indonesia Field School director (David Zandvliet) also 
attributes the implementation of this field school as a transformative moment in his 
own professional career:

In planning the logistics and theory to be implemented in this program, I had the opportu-
nity to travel extensively in Indonesia and visited many places in Sulawesi including 
Tomahon, Tangkoko, Manado and Bunaken … all of these are now special places in my 
own experience and each place teaches our students a great deal about the interactions of 
culture and environment. Despite this, the experience of running the field schools in this 
region has changed me in ways that I will never be able to fully understand, much less 
describe …

V. Perera et al.
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Thinking through our experiences in Indonesia has caused us to view the concept of 
home quite differently and the purposes of education too. So, is ecological educa-
tion the answer to this form of economic inequality so prevalent in regions like 
Indonesia? Many theorists argue that a place-based or “ecological education” may 
help to alleviate this condition. This assertion has also been strengthened through 
our experiences in Sulawesi as the influence of globalization is increasingly felt 
within the local communities visited. Place becomes a critical construct to its oppo-
nents, not because it is in opposition to economic well-being but because it chal-
lenges assumptions about the dominant metaphor of progress and its embedded 
values. I believe that in summary, this is an important consideration for all those 
interested in the internationalization of education, as the diverse cultural practices 
we witness in other locations can function to “make the familiar, strange” in the 
places we now call home.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 List the differences and similarities of the terms “place-based education” and 
“environmental education” based on their description in this chapter. Are they 
compatible? What would be the benefit(s) of meshing the two together in formal, 
non-formal or informal learning environments?

	2.	 How do aspects of culture and environment interact in this description of a field 
school?

	3.	 How would you describe the meaning of “kawanua” in this study, and can you 
think of similar ideas developed in other settings?
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Chapter 9   
Crisis and Recovery in Environmental 
Education: The Case of Greece             

Constantinos Yanniris and Myrto Kalliopi Garis

Abstract  The challenges posed by the global economic slowdown are being felt by 
environmental education (EE) providers worldwide. In Greece, the national frame-
work of EE was severely affected by the localized effects of the Eurozone debt cri-
sis. Notwithstanding the loss in materials, school projects and educational 
programmes, this catastrophic event offers a rare window of opportunity to study 
and improve the systemic strength of EE infrastructure. This chapter explores the 
institutional, structural and pedagogical characteristics that contribute to the resil-
ience of EE frameworks. Resilient systems are more likely to survive future socio-
economic perturbations in a world of growing uncertainty.

During the last three decades, a number of countries have introduced environmental 
education (EE) in their national contexts (Palmer 1998). As international guidelines 
were absorbed by diverse educational systems, a multitude of approaches appeared 
(Sauvé 2005). This chapter examines the case of Greece, where an institutionalized, 
school-based version of outdoor EE has taken effect since the early 1990s (Katsakiori 
et al. 2008). The focus is on the effects of the global financial crisis on local EE 
frameworks and infrastructure in the country. The Greek experience may prove 
didactic for countries that seek to enhance the resilience of their own systems.

In Greece, EE projects are implemented at the school level by environmental 
teams that typically involve one or two teachers and a group of 20–25 students. 
These environmental teams are formed on a voluntary or elective basis and require 
a year-long commitment (Tsaliki 1998). In each team, the topic of their study is 
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decided by consensus; thematic content spans from biodiversity and resource man-
agement to local history, oral traditions and outdoor living (Greek Ministry of 
Education 2010). This interdisciplinary approach permits and moreover requires the 
participation of teachers from various backgrounds and disciplines. The EE projects 
can be realized in various ways, including guided inquiry, interviews and place-
based and cooperative learning, but an outdoor component is essential (Georgopoulos 
2014). Towards the end of the school year, these environmental teams are expected 
to present the deliverables of their projects, often in a public event open to the local 
communities (Mavrikaki et al. 2004).

9.1  �Historical Development of Environmental Education 
in Greece

The first steps of EE in Greece were taken in 1977 when the National Council for 
Planning and Environment formed an interdisciplinary team that, in tandem with 
the Council of Europe, UNESCO and the European Commission, started to work on 
the introduction and development of EE within the Greek educational system. In 
1980, the first EE seminar held in Athens was organized under the auspices of the 
Council of Europe. Following that event, 24 teachers from Greece went on EE train-
ing courses in Environment Initiative Centres (CPIE) in France between 1980 and 
1983 (Flogaitis and Alexopoulou 1991). At the same time, four Greek schools 
implemented the first EE projects in the country inspired from a Council of Europe 
campaign for seashore protection (Gardeli 1983). During the mid-1980s, EE proj-
ects started to disseminate within the Greek public school system (Gardeli 1986).

Since the early 1990s, the Greek Ministry of Education enacted legislation which 
provided administrative and infrastructural means in support of EE within the 
schooling system. Initially, each of the country’s 52 administrative districts acquired 
two EE counsellors selected from the pool of in-service schoolteachers who have 
had previous experience with EE. As a result, 104 EE counsellors were appointed to 
encourage, support and oversee environmental school projects in primary and sec-
ondary schools (Greek Ministry of Education 1990). Their actions included the 
organization of EE seminars for in-service teachers and which required that they 
co-operated with educational authorities at the local level (Ntarzanou 2008).

The same legislative act allowed the Greek Ministry of Education (1990) to 
establish Environmental Education Centres (EECs). Local municipalities were 
encouraged to convert out-of-use peripheral school buildings into EECs. In parallel, 
the Ministry committed to cover the running costs and provide educational person-
nel to the newly established centres. Indeed, the country’s first Environmental 
Education Centre was launched in 1993, at the mountain village of Klitoria in Achaia 
(Katsakiori et al. 2008), and it developed its educational programmes based on local 
ecological resources, such as the surrounding mountain forest and the adjacent 
Vouraikos Gorge National Park (Kontaras 2004). Despite its remote location, this 
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centre was soon overwhelmed by an increasing demand from student environmental 
groups which lined up to visit its facilities (Faragitakis as cited in Kontaras 2004).

In the following years, Environmental Education Centres (EECs) proliferated all 
over Greece to accommodate a rising number of student environmental groups 
(Fig. 9.1). A multilateral agreement between local governments, the national govern-
ment and the European Union secured the accommodation, staff and funding of EECs 
(Ministry of Education and European Union 2010). Indicatively, between 2009 and 
2013, Greek EECs were credited 15,362,258 € from the European Social Fund (Greek 
Ministry of Education and European Union 2013), which were used to expand their 
activities and meet their needs of continuing education of the local communities.

Using the ecosystem as an open laboratory, EECs developed interdisciplinary pro-
grammes for primary and secondary school students, teachers and adult learners. 
During the 2014–2015 school year, 471 one- to three-day long educational pro-
grammes were offered by the 51 EECs operating in the country (Greek Ministry of 
Education 2014). As an example, we present an educational programme offered by the 
EEC of Krestena to grades 7 and 8 of local middle schools. The programme is about 
the effects of river damming and was developed over the 2011–2013 school years 
when the first author of this chapter was a member of the centre’s pedagogical team.

Fig. 9.1  Spatial distribution of the 53 Environmental Education Centres (EECs) operating in 
Greece (© Yanniris 2016)
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A single-day educational programme offered by the EEC of Krestena to second-
ary school students includes a visit to a local hydroelectricity dam and its environs, 
where students are invited to observe the apparent and implicit effects of damming 
on the natural environment. Through this process the students realize that a hydro-
dam is an intervention with cross-scale, interconnected and ambivalent conse-
quences. A hydro-dam disrupts the local ecosystem, but it also generates electricity 
and thus saves fossil fuels and restrains global carbon emissions. Dams can cause 
the displacement of local populations, loss of cultural heritage and soil erosion; yet, 
they serve as reservoirs of freshwater necessary for irrigation and urban use. At the 
closing of the educational programme, students are asked to debate and reach an 
informed decision on a hypothetical proposal for the construction of a similar dam 
in their area of origin. The hydro-dam programme draws on diverse disciplines (i.e. 
geography, geology, engineering, ecology) to expose the complexity of environ-
mental issues and the role of conflicting interests in any major or minor environ-
mental intervention.

Other EE programmes in Greece have ventured further to incorporate local 
knowledge about the evolution of the ecosystems and human communities, follow-
ing the guidelines of UNESCO on cultural and ecological diversity (UNESCO–
UNEP 2002). Recently, these efforts to integrate history, culture, mythology and 
ancient spirituality into a holistic approach of EE have attracted the interest of inter-
national organizations such as CEDEFOP (2012).

9.2  �The Impact of the Economic Crisis on EE Infrastructure

As the EEC network is an organic and inextricable part of the modus operandi of EE 
in Greece, their phases of expansion, crisis and recovery reflect the comprehensive 
history of EE in the country (Fig. 9.2). During the lag phase, between 1993 and 
2004, EECs functioned within selected administrative districts, and their dissemina-
tion was not enough to cover the EE needs of the educational community. However, 
this period was critical for the development of their institutional, operational and 
educational characteristics. Then, a phase of exponential growth fuelled by a favour-
able politico-economic environment saw the number of EECs increase fourfold 
within 5  years (2004–2009). During this period, EECs disseminated their work 
through peripheral, national and international thematic networks (Greek Ministry of 
Education 2005). A peripheral thematic network connects schools and institutions 
to address a peripheral issue, such as pollution in the Corinthian gulf. Respectively, 
an international thematic network works on an international environmental issue, 
such as overfishing in the Mediterranean.

Shortly after the global financial crisis of 2007–2008 and its’ effect on the Greek 
economy, EE was targeted by policymakers as an ideal field for cutbacks. Promptly, 
the Greek government abolished the positions of EE counsellors, closed 40% of the 
EECs and curtailed the staff of the remainder (Greek Ministry of Education 2011). 
As a result, only half of the EE positions were retained after the cutbacks (Yanniris 
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2012). The political decision for the shrinking of EE waged criticism throughout the 
media, local governments and the national parliament (Notharos 2010). Overall, it 
was unclear whether the cutbacks have had a positive net effect on the public budget 
because the closure of EECs entailed an immediate loss of the respective EU fund-
ing. Following 2011, this trend began to reverse; the EE infrastructure started to 
show signs of recovery despite the continuing decline of the national economy 
(Fig. 9.2). Advocacy and political pressure resulted in the reopening of one-third of 
the EECs that were abolished in the wake of the crisis (Kouvelis et al. 2010); more-
over, new EECs that were held in the pipeline started to appear (Greek Ministry of 
Education 2015). This positive outcome resulted from a broader mobilization in 
support of EE that involved teachers’ associations, education officers, local com-
munities and political parties. Local governments also lobbied against the closure of 
EECs, which they viewed as hubs of educational and economic activity for their 
localities (A. Xylokota, Greek Ministry of Education EE office director 2010–2015, 
personal communication, January 29, 2015).

9.3  �Structural Characteristics of Resilient Systems

Ultimately, from a global perspective and within the purpose of this book, it is 
important to go beyond the local politics of the Greek case of crisis and recovery to 
identify what kind of multilevel governance and strategic choices have contributed 
to the resilience of this particular EE framework. If we are able to indicate that 

Fig. 9.2  Juxtaposition of the Greek GDP (World Bank 2017) with the number of Environmental 
Education Centres (EECs) in operation
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certain structural characteristics add to the resilience of EE frameworks, other 
national contexts can capitalize of the Greek experience to avoid a similar loss in EE 
materials, know-how and infrastructure and build resilient EE systems. Resilience 
is described as the ability of complex systems to absorb external disturbance and to 
recover from disruptive change (Ehrlich 1986). According to David Orr (1992), 
resilience requires small, locally adaptable, resource-conserving and culturally suit-
able solutions. He proposed the following six criteria as prerequisites of resilience 
for any composite system: (i) modular, dispersed structure, (ii) multiple intercon-
nections between components, (iii) short linkages, (iv) redundancy, (v) simplicity 
and (vi) loose coupling of components in a hierarchy (Orr 1992, p. 34).

The measure for resilience of any composite system is its ability to recover after 
its exposure to a major perturbation (Myers 1996). Respectively, the institutional 
EE framework that operates within a national context can be viewed as a composite 
system with its own structural properties that enhance or undermine its resilience. 
In the following section, we seek to parameterize the elemental properties of 
national EE frameworks through the systematic classification of eight bipolar quali-
ties (Table 9.1). Then, we go over these parameterized systemic properties as applied 
to the Greek case and attempt a qualitative correlation with Orr’s criteria. Based on 
the parameters of Table 9.1, we discuss the effects of the Greek EE systemic proper-
ties on its ability to recover from disruptive change. Eventually, this chapter aims to 
provide a more general insight to the strategic choices that enhance the resilience of 
EE providers.

9.4  �Strategic Choices for Resilience in Environmental 
Education

Since its very beginnings in the early 1990s, EE in Greece has followed a decentral-
ized organizational scheme. Provision was made for the horizontal appointment of 
EE counsellors throughout the country’s 52 administrative districts (Greek Ministry 
of Education 1990). Furthermore, small, equally sized EECs were dispersed 
throughout the country (Fig. 9.1). Even though 40% of the EECs were closed after 

Table 9.1  Systemic properties of environmental education infrastructure

Organizational scheme Central Peripheral
Content Science based Interdisciplinary
Practice Indoor Outdoor
Economic model Private Public
Access Restricted Open
Systematic assimilation Embedded Extracurricular
Participation Required Elective
Consistency Continuing Intermittent
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the crisis (Fig. 9.2), the remaining centres retained the resources and connections 
needed for the system to recover. Thus, the infrastructure of EE survived the crisis 
event and regenerated its damaged components. The geographical dispersal and 
redundancy of EE providers in Greece alleviated the risk of a generalized collapse. 
According to Orr (1992), a modular, dispersed structure is an essential requirement 
for resilience (criterion i). Moreover, Orr (1992) projected that the redundancy of 
components (criterion iv) is equally important for resilience as it diminishes the 
chance of an entire class of systemic components becoming extinct.

Furthermore, decentralization as a strategic choice entails a return to the local 
level (re-localization) and enables the use of locally available resources and local 
knowledge. Through re-localization and the shortening of food and energy supply 
lines, the system saves energy and resources (criterion iii). The strategic choice of 
dispersing EECs to the country’s periphery enabled them to form shorter – and stron-
ger – connections with local natural and human resources. Short linkages are less 
vulnerable and hence systemic resilience was enhanced (Orr 1992). Autonomy is an 
additional derivative of re-localization. The condition of autonomy is equivalent with 
a loose coupling of components in a hierarchy (criterion vi), an organizational 
scheme in which each of its components has, or makes use of, little or no knowledge 
of the definitions of other separate components (Weick 1976). In Greece, EECs 
enjoy an enhanced level of pedagogical autonomy, and each centre is free to develop 
its curricula, funding sources and affiliations (Tsaliki and Paradeisanos 2000).

Related with autonomy is the ongoing discussion on whether EE should be 
offered as part of the science curriculum or as a separate entity, entirely interdisci-
plinary in content (Brügger 2004). In the Greek system, an interdisciplinary 
approach to EE is enacted through legislation that regulates the implementation of 
EE programmes and procedures of EEC staffing. Specifically, each EEC is staffed 
by (five to six) teachers of various specialties from both primary and secondary 
education (Greek Ministry of Education 2011). The educational staff of EECs is 
encouraged to find thematic connections between disciplines and use these in the 
development of their educational programmes. Also, thematic networks between 
EECs, schools, non-governmental organizations and other environmental education 
providers create multiple interconnections between EE providers (Greek Ministry 
of Education 2005). According to Orr (1992), multiple interconnections between 
components is a prerequisite of resilience (criterion ii). In the event of crisis, it is the 
rearranging of these connections that compensates for any lost information and 
enables the system to retain its homeostasis.

As an educational philosophy, outdoor learning is essential to several of the cur-
rents of EE (Sauvé 2005). Accordingly, EE in Greece has a strong outdoor compo-
nent that entails simplicity of pedagogical praxis. In the outdoors, teachers and 
students are disconnected from the transportation and energy grids and have to rely 
on simple and modest means and materials. Simplicity is a prerequisite for resil-
ience according to the fifth (v) criterion set by Orr (1992).

During the last decade, there has been a growing understanding on the impor-
tance of cultural identity, local knowledge and place-specific skills in the field of EE 
(Yanniris 2016). Outdoor, place-based pedagogy connects local environmental 
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issues with students’ direct experience of their region and community. The knowl-
edge of how to live (and how to live sustainably) in a particular place includes ele-
ments of local history, arts, culture oral tradition and, when applicable, indigenous 
heritage (Traina 1995, p. 2). Hence, outdoor practice is believed to allow students 
and instructors to make interdisciplinary links and to reconnect with their immedi-
ate natural environments.

A critical issue for EE is the funding sources for its activities. In Greece, EE is 
publicly funded through a multilateral scheme that involves local governments, the 
national government and the European Union (Greek Ministry of Education and EU 
2010). Α cross-level diversification of funding concurs with Orr’s (1992) resiliency 
criteria i, ii and vi. Indeed, the multilevel sharing of funding has played a positive 
role in the resilience of EE frameworks in Greece. A strong argument used against 
the abolition of EECs has been that any savings at the level of the central govern-
ment would be immediately cancelled by the loss of EU funds directed to the local 
economies through the EECs (Yanniris 2012).

Further diversification of funding sources could include a stronger presence for 
the private sector. Yet, there is no guarantee that a scheme based exclusively on 
private initiative would result in more resilient EE systems. For example, privatiza-
tion of EECs in the UK has led to a decrease in the number of specifically trained 
and qualified staff (Higgins and Kirk 2006). A possible solution would be a scheme 
that retains public control over the guidelines and policies of EE while ceding oper-
ational services such as lodging and transportation to the private sector. Such a 
model could enhance the diversity of funding sources and protect the system from 
recurring crises. However, a certain level of participation by the public sector is 
desired in order to act as a safeguard of equitable access to EE (Yanniris 2015).

Uninhibited access to EE is important for vulnerable groups that experience 
physical, cultural, conceptual and financial barriers to their participation in outdoor 
educational programmes (Ham and Sewing 1988). Choices of inclusion or exclu-
sion from EE ultimately depend on the policies and finances of EE providers. In 
Greece, lodging, alimentation and educational services are provided free of charge 
for the recipients of EE (Greek Ministry of Education and European Union 2010). 
ΕΕ is covered by a constitutional provision for free and open access to all levels of 
education (Greek Constitution art. 16, § 4). The extent of access to EE correlates 
with the effectiveness and resilience of EE systems. On a social level, open access 
amplifies the connections between the stakeholders of EE and relates with Orr’s 
(1992) ii, iii and iv criteria for resilience. Hence, uninhibited access to EE, apart 
from being a right, an obligation and a choice of self-preservation, has a positive 
impact on the resilience of EE frameworks.

Two schools of thought have emerged with respect to the systematic assimilation 
of EE: those who see EE best provided as an extracurricular subject and those who 
advocate an embedded approach (Lynch et al. 2004). The embedment of EE as a 
standard subject of the curriculum would render it a more enduring status. 
Nevertheless, there is the counter argument that the incorporation of EE might jeop-
ardize its innovative character and reduce it to just another indoor course deprived 
of the momentum or the sense of urgency that is needed to tackle the environmental 
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problem (Russell et al. 2000). In Greece, EE continues to be taught as an indepen-
dent, special topics subject (Yanniris 2015). Recently, the Pedagogical Institute of 
Greece (2011) has proposed a plan for the embedment of EE in the standard curricu-
lum of secondary education. A qualitative analysis based on the table of systemic 
properties (Table 9.1) suggests that the choice of embedment would initially increase 
the resilience of EE as it would be directly connected with the permanent structure 
of the national education system. However, in the long-term EE could lose the resil-
ience generated by autonomy of its components (criterion vi). Hence, with respect 
to the embedment of EE to the standard curriculum, there are two conflicting effects 
on the resilience of EE systems. Overall, it is questionable whether EE can retain 
the autonomy of its components as embedded in the standard curriculum. Much will 
depend on the strategy of embedment and how this will affect the other systemic 
properties of EE.

Despite all the institutional and financial support that EE has received, it has only 
involved a minority of students. A lack of teachers eager to include EE in their 
teaching has been reported. In Greece, pertinent research indicates that only one-
third of in-service teachers included EE during instructional time (Mavrikaki et al. 
2004). Teachers cite increased workload (52%) and their lack of training on EE 
(28%) as their major deterrent (Yanniris 2015). At the same time, 64% of the same 
sample of in-service teachers calls for EE to become compulsory (ibid). A shift of 
policy towards compulsory attendance to EE programmes for students would 
enhance participation and thus the resiliency of EE systems in accordance with 
Orr’s (1992) criteria ii, iii and iv. However, this should be done in a manner that 
would protect the autonomy of EE, as described by criterion vi.

The last of systemic properties that we explore refers to the thematic, tropic and 
temporal continuity of EE. Presently, there are no safeguards in the Greek system 
for the consistency of EE between grades, practices or subject matters. Environmental 
projects are initially identified by teachers that introduce EE to their students, and 
then the students complete a specific project. These projects are completed within 
one school year, and their continuation depends on the availability of eager teachers. 
Hence, the present modus operandi of EE in Greece ingrains the risk that any class 
of students who followed EE in a single grade of primary school may either never 
encounter EE again in their schooling time or may re-engage in EE sporadically in 
higher grades or in secondary education. Orr (1992) has not included temporal or 
conceptual consistency as a criterion of systemic resilience, but it is understood that 
any educational process needs to be continuous in order to be effective. The frag-
mented delivery of EE in Greece suggests that certain steps need to be taken to 
ameliorate its coherence and secure the advances made in the field.
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9.5  �A Way Forward: Recommendations for the Greek 
Environmental Education System

The bibliography we consulted indicates that during the last three decades, Greece 
has acted as an experimental field for EE where different pedagogical techniques, 
practices and policies were tested. However, EE in Greece has spent excessive time 
in an experimental phase that restricted its practice to a finite group of committed 
teachers (Tsaliki 1998, pp. 188–189). Student participation in EE was affected by 
the reluctance of the country’s political order to embed its content to the standard 
curriculum. Part of this lag can be attributed to the strict timetable and the central-
ized nature of the Greek educational system that have inhibited the integration of EE 
as an overarching and comprehensive activity (ibid).

Overall, in order to broaden the audience and enhance its resilience, EE needs to 
be ushered under the protective umbrella of formal schooling. The introduction of 
EE in the standard curriculum will allow it to become a required subject with uni-
versal participation. This also enables provision on the continuity of EE from grade 
to grade. After more than 25 years of systematic practice in Greece, EE is ripe to 
become an embedded, required and consistent course for primary and secondary 
schools. The distinct character of EE can be protected by observing the qualities of 
decentralization, interdisciplinarity and outdoor practice. Equitable access must be 
preserved, yet the transfer of a limited scope of EE services to the private sector can 
be considered as a way to strengthen its relationship with the local communities.

9.6  �Conclusive Remarks

This chapter examined the structural components that contributed to the resilience 
of EE infrastructure in Greece. For all its weaknesses on the issues of participation, 
content assimilation and continuity, EE in Greece displays important assets, includ-
ing an innovative network of small, independent, locally adaptable Environmental 
Education Centres. These characteristics generated the resilience of the EEC net-
work through a severe economic crisis that caused the interruption and discontinuity 
of several structures in Greece. Overall, the practice of EE in the country meets the 
major theoretical requirements for resilience, which explains the heretofore recov-
ery. The future behaviour of the Greek system will depend on its capacity to settle 
the following dilemmatic questions: (a) secure the funding of EE without jeopardiz-
ing equitable access for its recipients and (b) embed EE into the standard curriculum 
without ceding its innovative character. These dilemmas bear existential threats for 
EE and are very similar to the challenges that the field faces internationally. As the 
present chapter shows, EE can overcome difficulties if it adheres to its core princi-
ples. Resilience derives from the qualities of outdoor practice, decentralization and 
interdisciplinarity. Thus, for EE, the resilience of its infrastructure is a measure of 
consistency between theory and praxis.
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Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 According to the provided experiences, how is the EE infrastructure affected by 
the cycles of economic growth and recession? Does this pattern relate to your 
situation in any way?

	2.	 Which strategic choices can enhance the resilience of EE infrastructure?
	3.	 How can EE programmes become embedded into the standard curriculum with-

out ceding their innovative character?
	4.	 How can the funding of EE be secured without jeopardizing equitable access for 

its recipients?
	5.	 Which parts of the article suggest political involvement in EE decision-making? 

Do you think it is possible (or desirable) to keep politics out of decision-making 
in education?

References

Brügger, P. (2004). 25 years past Tbilisi: Environmental teaching or cheating? In W. L. Filho & 
M. Littledyke (Eds.), International perspectives in environmental education (Vol. 16, pp. 129–
138). Frankfurt: P. Lang.

CEDEFOP. (2012). Study Visit Group Report: Environmental education centres: Supporting 
actions towards sustainability. Retrieved from http://studyvisits.cedefop.europa.eu/assets/
upload/documentation/SV_Group_reports/74_GR_GroupReport_Oct12.pdf

Ehrlich, P. R. (1986). The machinery of nature. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Flogaitis, E., & Alexopoulou, I. (1991). Environmental education in Greece. European Journal of 

Education, 26(4), 339–345.
Gardeli, S. (1983). The protection of our coasts. Milieu, 15, 6–7.
Gardeli, S. (1986). Education et environnement en Grèce: une expérience pilote “école et com-

munauté”. Pour une Éducation à L’environnement, 2, 56–65.
Georgopoulos, Α. (2014). Environmental education: Identity issues. Athens: Gutemberg.
Greek Ministry of Education. (1990). Act 1892/1990 (ΦΕΚ 101 τ. Α), article 111 par. 13 (in 

Greek).
Greek Ministry of Education. (2005). Thematic networks in environmental education. Decree 

66272/Γ7/04–07–2005/ΥΠΕΠΘ (In Greek).
Greek Ministry of Education. (2010). Update of the programs provided by environmental educa-

tion centers for the 2010–2011 school year. Directive 157598/Γ 713–12–2010 (In Greek).
Greek Ministry of Education. (2011). Procedures of appointment and responsibilities of teach-

ers in environmental education centers. Ministerial Decree 83691/Γ7/22–7–2011 (In 
Greek). Retrieved from https://www.minedu.gov.gr/publications/docs2011/diadikasies_kpe_
ya_110725.pdf

Greek Ministry of Education. (2014). Update of the programs provided by environmental edu-
cation centers for the 2014–2015 school year. Directive 208971/Δ2/22–12–2014 (in Greek). 
Retrieved from https://app.box.com/s/ix0va5iypsf8kkuaep7a

9  Crisis and Recovery in Environmental Education: The Case of Greece

http://studyvisits.cedefop.europa.eu/assets/upload/documentation/SV_Group_reports/74_GR_GroupReport_Oct12.pdf
http://studyvisits.cedefop.europa.eu/assets/upload/documentation/SV_Group_reports/74_GR_GroupReport_Oct12.pdf
https://www.minedu.gov.gr/publications/docs2011/diadikasies_kpe_ya_110725.pdf
https://www.minedu.gov.gr/publications/docs2011/diadikasies_kpe_ya_110725.pdf
https://app.box.com/s/ix0va5iypsf8kkuaep7a


128

Greek Ministry of Education. (2015). Establishment of the environmental education center of 
Delta, Thessaloniki. Ministerial Decree 133936/Δ2/27–08–2015 (In Greek). Retrieved from 
http://dide.koz.sch.gr/tmsdr/wp–content/uploads/kpe–delta.pdf

Greek Ministry of Education and European Union. (2010). Call for proposals for the operational 
plan ‘Environmental education centers: Activities for students’. Document 11941/23–8–2010 
(In Greek).

Greek Ministry of Education and European Union. (2013). Lifelong learning actions for sustain-
ability education, Act 19791/27–9–2013, ΑΔΑ: ΒΛ9Α9–ΟΝΡ (in Greek). Retrieved from 
http://www.edulll.gr/?p=16144

Ham, S.  H., & Sewing, D.  R. (1988). Barriers to environmental education. The Journal of 
Environmental Education, 19(2), 17–24.

Higgins, P., & Kirk, G. (2006). Sustainability education in Scotland: The impact of national and 
international initiatives on teacher education and outdoor education. Journal of Geography in 
Higher Education, 30(2), 313–326.

Katsakiori, M., Flogaitis, E., & Papadimitriou, V. (2008). Present condition of environmental edu-
cation in Greece–Environmental education centres. Athens: EKEBY. (In Greek).

Kontaras, V. (2004). Identification of the basic characteristics of environmental education centers. 
Post–graduate thesis, Environmental Studies, University of the Aegean, Mytilene (In Greek).

Kouvelis, F., Leventis, A., & Tsoukalis, N., Psarianos, G. (2010). Question to the minister of edu-
cation in relation to the lack of funding for environmental education centers, session Β, period 
ΙΓ, Greek Parliament Proceedings.

Lynch, P. M., Leonard, R. L., & MacDonald, I. (2004). Identifying environmental education con-
tent in higher education: A New Zealand perspective. In W. L. Filho & M. Littledyke (Eds.), 
International perspectives in environmental education (pp.  138–152). Frankfurt and Main: 
Peter Lang.

Mavrikaki, E., Kyridis, A., Tsakiridou, E., & Golia, P. (2004). Greek educators’ attitudes and 
beliefs about the application of environmental education in elementary school. In W. Leal Filho 
& M. Littledyke (Eds.), International perspectives in environmental education (pp. 29–36). 
Frankfurt and Main: Peter Lang.

Myers, N. (1996). Environmental services of biodiversity. Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences, 93(7), 2764–2769.

Notharos, M. (2010). Padlock on green schools, Eleftherotypia Newspaper, (in Greek). Retrieved 
from http://www.enet.gr/?i=news.el.article&id=200007

Ntarzanou, K. (2008). Environmental education in the second grade. Unpublished undergraduate 
thesis, Harokopio University, Greece, 20–25 (in Greek).

Orr, D.  W. (1992). Ecological literacy: Education and the transition to a postmodern world. 
New York: State University of New York Press.

Palmer, J.  (1998). Environmental education in the 21st century: Theory, practice, progress and 
promise. New York: Routledge.

Pedagogical Institute of Greece. (2011). Guide for the implementation of the ‘Education for the 
Environment and Sustainability’ program of studies in junior high school. Retrieved from 
http://users.sch.gr/organopoulos/ekpaideytiko_yliko/odigos_eaa_gymn_2011.pdf.

Russell, C. L., Bell, A. C., & Fawcett, L. (2000). Navigating the waters of Canadian environmental 
education. In T. Goldstein & D. Selby (Eds.), Weaving connections: Education for peace, envi-
ronment and social justice (pp. 196–217). Toronto: Sumach Press.

Sauvé, L. (2005). Currents in environmental education: Mapping a complex and evolving peda-
gogical field. Canadian Journal of Environmental Education (CJEE), 10(1), 11.

Traina, F. (1995). What is bioregionalism. F. Traina, S. Darley-Hill, Perspectives in bioregional 
education (1–12). Troy: North American Association for Environmental Education.

Tsaliki, E. (1998). The global scene: Greece. In J. Palmer (Ed.), Environmental education in the 
21st century: Theory, practice, progress and promise (pp. 188–190). New York: Routledge.

Tsaliki, E., & Paradeisanos, A. (2000). The environmental education centres in Greece: The case 
of the Thessaloniki Centre in promoting environmental education in an urban industrial area. 
Journal of Environmental Protection and Ecology, 1(4), 429–435.

C. Yanniris and M.K. Garis

http://dide.koz.sch.gr/tmsdr/wp–content/uploads/kpe–delta.pdf
http://www.edulll.gr/?p=16144
http://www.enet.gr/?i=news.el.article&id=200007
http://users.sch.gr/organopoulos/ekpaideytiko_yliko/odigos_eaa_gymn_2011.pdf


129

UNESCO–UNEP. (2002). Cultural diversity and biodiversity for sustainable development. World 
Summit on Sustainable development, Johannesburg, Retrieved from http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0013/001322/132262e.pdf

Weick, K. (1976). Educational organizations as loosely coupled systems. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 21(1), 1–9.

World Bank. (2017). Gross domestic product indicator. Retrieved from http://data.worldbank.org
Yanniris, C. (2012). Is there a future for environmental education? En Ethria Environmental 

Journal, 226, 8–9. (In Greek).
Yanniris, C. (2015). 20+ years of environmental education centers in Greece: Teachers’ percep-

tions and future challenges. Applied Environmental Education and Communication, 14(3), 
149–166. https://doi.org/10.1080/1533015X.2015.1067578.

Yanniris, C. (2016). Place-based learning as a catalyst for change. Pathways: Ontario Journal of 
Outdoor Education, 29(1), 11–15.

9  Crisis and Recovery in Environmental Education: The Case of Greece

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001322/132262e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001322/132262e.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org
https://doi.org/10.1080/1533015X.2015.1067578


131© Springer International Publishing AG 2018 
G. Reis, J. Scott (eds.), International Perspectives on the Theory and Practice of 
Environmental Education: A Reader, Environmental Discourses in Science 
Education 3, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-67732-3_10

Chapter 10      
Storied Environmental Curriculum:  
A Case-Based Perspective on Environmental 
Education                                      

Alandeom W. Oliveira

Abstract  Narrative curricular practices constitute an often neglected feature of 
environmental education. In response to this issue, the present chapter examines the 
text structure (i.e., written organization) of two cases developed by biology teachers 
in Brazil. A narrative analysis revealed that (1) both cases shared common features 
such as a focus on relatively powerless victims (poor, illiterate, and young) in need 
of help and tragic plots involving literary representations of death and fear and (2) 
they differed with regard to features such as structural organization (open vs. closed 
narrative structures) and positioning of students (external bystanders vs. science 
experts in charge of solving a problem). The main significance of this study is that 
it highlights the need for educators to better understand what it means to develop a 
storied curriculum as well as the implications of narrativizing environmental issues 
in particular ways.

10.1  �The Nonnarrative Environmental Curriculum

Gone are the rich, metaphor–laden narratives that connected traditional societies to the place/
spirit/ecology that provided them with sustenance… [Contemporary schools] reinforce the 
decontextualized, anthropocentric construct of Western individuals. (Sandlos 1998, p. 1)

In the above quotation, John Sandlos (1998) highlights the problematic state of 
formal environmental education as an endeavor that has become increasingly devoid 
of narrative activity. Unlike indigenous groups in various parts of the world who 
have traditionally resorted to storytelling as a powerful tool for enculturating youth 
into particular ways of making sense of and interacting with nature (Basso 1996), 
formal environmental instruction is characterized by reduced narrative engagement 
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and activity. When learning about the environment, students engage predominantly 
with the traditional science textbook, an impersonal written genre that favors factual 
exposition and context-independent generalization (Maton 2013). Exclusive expo-
sure to this nonnarrative environmental curriculum, Sandlos (1998) argues, can 
encourage students to see themselves as placeless beings detached from the envi-
ronment and develop amoral relationships with the natural world.

Nonetheless, narrative practice is not completely absent from science class-
rooms. In recent years, a growing number of educators have resorted to environ-
mental cases  – written texts that provide a storied account of problematic 
environmental situations. Unlike traditional textbooks, cases are short texts with 
spatiotemporally specific and engaging narrative stories with characters, dialogue, 
and a plot (Derriso 2011) designed to promote student learning by means of realis-
tic, engaging, and contextualized written texts. Rather than serving as repository of 
orally based ways of knowing (traditional knowledge) or transmission of cultural 
values, environmental cases are usually designed for the pedagogical purpose of 
narrating environmental problems. That is, they introduce a nature-related discrep-
ancy meant to engage a group of learners (problem solvers) in a search for a solution 
by fostering in them a need to eliminate the presented discrepancies (Arlin 1989). 
As problem solvers, students are driven by the goal of arriving at an acceptable or 
preferred solution, which typically requires a sophisticated problem schema, domain 
knowledge, general problem-solving skills, and reflective judgment. As David 
Jonassen (1997) writes, “problems are traditionally defined by a problem domain, a 
problem type, a problem–solving process, and a solution” (p. 66).

Unfortunately, as a direct consequence of the dearth of scholarly work in this 
area, environmental cases used by teachers tend to be laden with problematic under-
standings of nature that are anthropocentric and positivist, hence falling short of 
telling the “real story” of the centrality of nature to the sustainability of life on the 
planet. More than merely representing problematic situations through textually 
encoded factual information, environmental narratives invariably communicate 
social values and cultural meanings about nature shared by the storyteller’s com-
munity. As Sandlos (1998) writes, “the environmental educator must never forget 
that the ‘end’ of the stories he or she tells is not merely the solution to a series of 
environmental problems, but the expression of a culture that has mastered the art of 
living well” (p. 7).

Given the above state of affairs, the present chapter examines two curricular nar-
ratives written by a group of biology teachers in Brazil. In doing so, an initial step 
is taken toward a more sophisticated, theory-based understanding of environmental 
education as storied curriculum development. Its appeal to an international reader-
ship stems from its potential to inform cultural curricular emplotment  – how to 
effectively plot narrative curricula (cases) for specific cultural contexts.
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10.2  �How Teachers Use Cases

Environmental cases have been increasingly used to support student acquisition of 
scientific argumentation (Jiménez-Aleixandre and Erduran 2008). Designed to 
serve as springboards for evidence-based argumentation, cases narrativize environ-
mental situations in particular ways. Troy Sadler et  al. (2007) use two fictitious 
scenarios about (1) a coastal wildlife preserve near a shipping port and Native 
American tribes where fish and wild animal populations have considerably declined 
and (2) a small town faced with the decision on whether to replace a coal-burning 
power plant with a nuclear one. Alandeom Oliveira et al. (2012) resort to dilemmas 
such as a hypothetical encounter with a fawn in the woods, observation of class-
room lights being unnecessarily left on, and the handling of an unwanted pet iguana. 
Katherine Kortenkamp and Colleen Moore (2009) use two environmental scenarios 
of ecologically damaging events: (1) a park manager whose decision to allow bike 
riders and dogs into a previously restricted park produces damage to wildlife and 
plants and (2) a pet owner who allows destructive cats to go outdoors and harm 
nearby birds. António Almeida et al. (2013) present children with scenarios involv-
ing animals: (1) the real killing of codfish-eating seals in Canada and (2) a family’s 
hypothetical encounter with a hedgehog and a fox in a forest. These studies show 
that the presence of animal characters in the stories have a profound impact on stu-
dents’ environmental reasoning, usually prompting biocentric arguments  – pro-
environment stances based on appeals to the rights and intrinsic values of nature (as 
opposed to utilitarian arguments centered on human needs and interests).

Educators have also turned to case-based teaching methods in an effort to con-
textualize their teaching of abstract content. Clyde Herreid (2005) has students cre-
ate and share their own cases on the topic of global warming based on their reading 
of Michael Crichton’s novel “State of Fear.” Jennifer Eastwood et al. (2012) employ 
socioscientific issues as contexts for nature of science instruction in high school 
biology. Cynthia Passmore and Jim Stewart (2002) resort to cases as a means to 
provide biology students with authentic and realistic contexts for exploring natural 
selection and constructing evolutionary explanatory models. As such, cases can 
serve as an effective alternative to decontextualized lecture-based transmission of 
generalized principles and concepts.

Lastly, cases have been used to teach controversial topics as varied as biotechnol-
ogy (Dori et al. 2003), microbial cleanup of oil spills (Jones 2011), and birth control 
methods (Zojonc and Lavoie 2011). By strategically leveraging the controversy 
(ethical and moral) and real-life relevance of cases, these educators increased stu-
dent motivation and interest.
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10.3  �Revealing the Structure of Stories

Stories have been shown to have an internal structure. Previous studies of stories in 
face-to-face conversation (Labov and Waletzkty 1967) revealed that oral reports of 
previous events or experiences share a common internal structure. The narrator usu-
ally begins by summarizing what the story is about (Abstract) and then identifying 
who was involved (e.g., characters), where the story took place, and when it occurred 
(Orientation). These initial phases are followed by chronological description of the 
event(s) that took place (Complicating Action), assessment of the significance or 
point of the story (Evaluation), identification of ultimate results or outcomes 
(Resolution), and closing off of the narration (Coda). Although these structural ele-
ments are sequentially and orderly placed in fully formed narratives, they can some-
times be implicit, embedded, and even missing from more complex narrative 
structures. For instance, although typically found at the end, Evaluation is some-
times dispersed throughout the narrative.

News stories from the press have been shown to be structurally similar to per-
sonal narratives, with a few noticeable differences. Allan Bell (1991) describes how 
in newspaper stories Evaluation is explicitly placed in the Abstract (rather than 
being concentrated at the end of the narrative), Complicating Action is reported in a 
non-chronologic fashion (cyclic temporal structure and sequencing of events based 
on perceived news value), and there is no Resolution (clear-cut outcome) or Coda 
(explicit signal that the storytelling has come to an end). Further, unlike personal 
narratives, printed stories have additional structural components such as Attribution 
(explicit identification of the story’s source or origin) as well as Follow-Up, 
Commentary, and Background information; these are usually integrated with the 
events being described in the Complicating Action.

In scholarly fields such as folklore and narratology, evidence abounds that cul-
tural influences can have profound effects on the production of narrative texts (Nash 
1990). This is particularly evident in the occurrence of cultural masterplots (Abbott 
2008), stories recurrently told and deeply embedded in a cultural context. Descriptive 
rather than prescriptive, this literature shows that despite their structural similarities, 
contextual factors such as mode of delivery, cultural influences, and emphasis on 
creativity can result in noticeable differences in storytelling format and 
organization.

10.4  �Cases as Cultural Artifacts

This chapter is methodologically aligned with a tradition of anthropological research 
known as native ethnography (Russell 2002). Such an alignment stems primarily 
from the fact that the examined data were naturalistically collected in the same 
sociocultural context where the researcher grew up and was educated.
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10.4.1  �Teachers as Case Writers

A group of six in-service teachers (one male and five females) volunteered to partici-
pate in this study. These participants were recruited from a group of 30 high school 
instructors who taught biology in public high schools in a rural part of the state of 
Goiás (the Brazilian Midwest). These teachers were offered a 5-week professional 
development program on the use of case-based teaching at Goiás State University. 
Familiarity with case-based pedagogy served to ensure that participating teachers had 
sufficient practical expertise to plan their narrative curricula. Further, an effort was 
made to select experienced instructors (at least 10 years of teaching experience).

The participants wrote two environmental narratives. The first case “A Child in 
Distress” addressed the importance and risks of taking the measles–rubella vaccine 
(known in Brazil as “the double viral”) during pregnancy. Entitled “What Is Wrong 
with Little José?,” the second case tells the story of a poor boy who gets infected 
with schistosomiasis after swimming in contaminated water. This disease, com-
monly referred to as bloating or snail fever (a reference to its transmission vector), 
is caused by parasitic worms of the genus Schistosoma and typically affects human 
populations in developing areas that lack basic sanitation and infrastructure (for 
these cases, see below).

10.4.2  �Brazilian Storytelling

Since text production is influenced by sociocultural context, I now provide background 
information about the cultural milieu in which teachers wrote their socioscientific 
cases. In his extensive sociological study of the local culture in Goiás, Oliveira (2006) 
describes the prevalence of social representations of fear and catastrophe in the local 
literary production, arts, and the media. Based on real events such as the Radioactive 
Accident of 1987 (Watts et al. 1997), these social representations convey an ambiva-
lent sense of fear and admiration for technology and modernity in general, typically 
taking the form of “narratives whose function is to describe, analyze, or explain mis-
fortune” (p. 297). Further, narratives of catastrophe tend to highlight the pain and suf-
fering undergone by those victimized (the children, the poor, and the illiterate) as well 
as the actions of altruistic heroes and selfish villains in an exaggerated style reminis-
cent of Greek tragedy. Another important element of this cultural masterplot is social 
denouncing, a shared concern for critically commenting on social inequity and assess-
ing responsibility and blame. As Oliveira (2006) points out, “moments of pain and 
suffering constitute a unique opportunity for taking ethical positions” (p.  299). 
Discussion of situations where individual or collective (in)action results in death (e.g., 
the 9/11 attack in the USA, Chernobyl disaster in Ukraine, etc.) conjures up a spec-
trum of responsibility-related emotions, such as blame, anger, and indignation about 
insufficient prevention, and hence sparks lively moral deliberation. This is precisely 
what the writers from this sociocultural literary tradition tend to do when composing.
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Like in other parts of Brazil, traditional literary production in Goiás is character-
ized by a relatively strong emphasis on orality-based genres (Oliveira 2006) – texts 
written in a spoken style with pervasive use of conversational devices such as dia-
logues, colloquialism, etc. This is particularly evident in the high popularity of tra-
ditional texts meant to be delivered orally such as Cordel or string books (ABLC 
2009) – booklets with poetic narratives and woodcut illustrations that are usually 
recited or sung publically and are sold to the general public by street vendors. Such 
a literary preference for popular orality has been recently explored by local science 
and health educators who set out to educate the public about diseases and science 
(de Oliveira et al. 2011). As described below, these cultural elements strongly influ-
enced teacher text production.

10.4.3  �Uncovering the Cases’ Narrative Structures

To examine the structure of the two environmental cases, a narrative analysis was 
conducted. Both qualitative and comparative, this analytical approach is consistent 
with an interpretivist ethnographic study of texts (Russell 2002) whose goal is to 
uncover and better understand meaning in textual artifacts. Narrative analysis 
focuses specifically on the characterization of the written structure of teachers’ cases 
through identification of its salient organizational features and narrative elements.

Because the cases invariably took the form of stories and showed little structural 
similarity with standard scientific articles, this analysis became guided by Labov’s 
(1972) theoretical framework for the internal structure of narratives. More specifi-
cally, my analysis was focused on assessing how closely the investigative cases 
followed the narrative sequence of structural elements: Abstract  – Orientation  – 
Complicating Action – Evaluation – Resolution – Coda. Each structural element 
was then further analyzed through a finer comparative examination of internal nar-
rative elements such as the specific types of characters, activity, setting, and plot 
used in the story.

10.5  �The Storied Environmental Curriculum

Overall, “A Child in Distress” was longer and more structurally complex than 
“What Is Wrong with Little José?” (343 and 169 words, respectively). With a con-
siderably more elaborate narrative structure, “A Child in Distress” involved a larger 
number of characters (an unborn child, mother, father, health agent, supervisor, doc-
tor) and multiple scenes (at home, at the health agency, and at the hospital). On the 
other hand, “What Is Wrong with Little José?” had only two characters (José and his 
mother) and comprised a single scene (a visit to José’s home).

Despite their varied length and focus, the two environmental cases shared a com-
mon three-part structure: Orientation→ Complicating Action→ Resolution. As 
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described below, by not including macrostructural elements such as Abstract and 
Evaluation, teachers afforded students some degree of freedom (interpretative 
room) to define what the point of each story was as well as its significance.

Both narratives began with spatiotemporal specifications (“in a poor house next 
to yours”) and introduction to important dramatis personae (Prop 1968), that is, 
characters by mention of names, description of attributes, and indication of status. 
In “What Is Wrong with Little José?,” the initial situation involved an observer (a 
mother, the reader himself/herself) noticing something unusual about the health of 
a victim (a child suspected of being unwell or sick). By contrast, “A Child in 
Distress” begins by introducing readers to a pregnant woman who reaches out to a 

Case 1: A Child in Distress
It was late at night when the phone rang. Startled, Cristina Torres answered 
the phone; she was receiving an emergency call from Mrs. Josefa Freitas. She 
was pregnant and asked for help: “Please Cristina, I’m sorry about the late 
hour, but I need you to come visit me right away, after all I am pregnant. My 
husband does not know yet and I am afraid of telling him everything that hap-
pened, because I have having a hemorrhage and it doesn’t stop.” Mrs. Josefa 
was the fifth pregnant woman on Cristina’s files, but she was the first one to 
request an unscheduled visit. Cristina Torres was a health agent, while she 
finished her degree in biology.

Cristina gathered some papers, grabbed her materials, and went straight to 
Mrs. Josefa’s house. Upon her arrival, she was surprised that the husband had 
just found out the truth and was very anxious and worried. He wanted by all 
means to take his wife to the hospital, but she resisted. After a while, the 
health agent convinced Mrs. Josefa to go to the hospital. Next day, Cristina 
approached their supervisor Maria de Jesus to discuss the situation. Indeed, 
both went to the hospital, and, to everyone’s disappointment, they received 
the news that the mother miscarried the fetus.

During a talk with Dr. Alexandre, the city’s gynecologist who examined 
Mrs. Josefa, they found out that the reason for her hemorrhage was a vaccine 
that Mrs. Josefa had recently taken. The vaccine was called MR which pro-
tects against measles and rubella. “I see now,” said the supervisor, “there is a 
vaccination campaign ongoing this week and there were three cases yester-
day, but the mothers did not lose their babies.” The agent agreed with her 
supervisor regarding the populace’s lack of information, and for this reason 
her supervisor told Cristina to have a meeting with the other agents to create 
a clear informative pamphlet about the topic. This pamphlet will be utilized to 
make the population more aware during the week preceding other vaccination 
campaigns.
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helper (a scientifically literate health agent). In both cases, teachers begin to set the 
scene for situations involving biologically deviant cases (Polanyi 1985), that is, 
stories about departures from the biological norm (e.g., unusual health conditions).

Although both narratives rely on fictional characters and made-up events inspired 
by science-related events commonly seen in the news (dramatization of science in 
the news), several differences are noticeable in the structural organization of the 
initial situations. First, while “What Is Wrong with Little José?” was written as a 
series of events unfolding in the present tense, “A Child in Distress” was written in 
the past tense. The former is focused on what is happening right now, whereas the 
latter narrates what has already happened. A second difference is that in “What Is 
Wrong with Little José?,” students are addressed directly (in your town, in a poor 
house next to yours… one day you come over to visit). By contrast, “A Child in 
Distress” is a third-person narrative from which both writers and readers are com-
pletely excluded (i.e., stories about people other than the teacher and students). And 
third, “What Is Wrong with Little José?” introduces a layperson with a lower socio-
economic status (a poor child), whereas “A Child in Distress” presents a profes-
sional knowledgeable about science (a health agent).

After introducing the main characters and presenting an initial situation, each 
narrative entered a phase of complicating action. One type of complication present 
in both cases was a failed attempt to solve the problem at hand. Little José’s mother 
attempts to cure him with homemade remedies, but his health continues to deterio-
rate. Likewise, in “A Child in Distress,” the health agent fails to prevent the miscar-
riage and save the fetus’ life despite her best efforts. This type of complicating 
action (failed attempts) creates the impression of an escalation of the original situa-
tion or problem. Not only do persistence of symptoms and worsening of illness 
suggest that the initial problematic conditions to a certain extent get worse over 
time, but they also convey a sense of increasing urgency. Action-taking and decision-
making must occur quickly in order to arrive at a solution and potentially save a life.

Another noticeable theme in the two cases was death. Whether focused on pre-
mature or potential death, teachers invariably emphasized the interconnectedness of 
science and death in modern society. In close alignment with local cultural master-
plots of fear and catastrophe (Oliveira 2006), one group of teachers wrote about 
dramatic instances involving the accidental death Mrs. Freitas’ fetus in “A Child in 
Distress.” In doing so, these teachers provided their student–readers with a situation 
wherein a layperson’s illiteracy accidentally led to the premature death of an unborn. 
Premature and preventable endings of human life such as this, sociologists point 
out, have become associated with “bad death” (i.e., morally wrong demises) in 
modern societies with the advent of science and technological innovation. As Kearl 
(1989) writes “death has been the instrument routinely used to demarcate the moral 
boundaries of [modern] life” (p. 299). Similarly, by including the passing of a ficti-
tious fetus in the narrative, teachers capitalized on premature death’s potential to 
prompt classroom discussion of one’s moral commitments with regard to the value 
of life and interrelationships between death and life as students negotiate the moral 
and ethical ramifications of death caused by science.
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In “What Is Wrong with Little José?,” the potential death of humans due to infec-
tion by the pathogenic agent of schistosomiasis was indirectly connected to the 
polluting acts of other people. As a result, emphasis is placed on how man’s killing 
of nature can ultimately result in the death of fellow human beings (i.e. the indirect 
death of man by man). By illuminating the specifics of such indirect causality, sci-
ence now emerges as a valuable instrument for the prevention and mitigation of 
cases of environmentally mediated accidental death (Kearl 1989), that is, manmade 
human endings that lack intentionality.

In “A Child in Distress,” the complicating action was followed by resolution, 
with the identification of a specific cause of the narrated problem, namely, a harmful 
substance (the MR vaccine). Resolution took the form of an official prognosis made 
by a science expert (a gynecologist) who held an authoritative social status. By 
contrast, “What Is Wrong with Little José?” remained unresolved. Like newspaper 
stories (Bell 1991), this open case concludes without closure or specific answers. 
Instead of authoritatively pronouncing a scientific prognosis, the pretext ends with 
a question addressed directly at the readers: “Then a question comes in your head: 
what it is wrong with Little José?” This question encourages the readers to take on 
the role of science experts who are entitled to make decisions and take action based 
on the available evidence and knowledge of scientific concepts (as opposed to rely-
ing on others’ authoritative decision-making and action-taking).

Another important structural feature of teachers’ investigative cases was their 
lack of an Evaluation. Unlike conversational storytellers who typically communi-
cate a point or moral (Labov and Waletzky 1967), teachers invariably wrote narra-
tive texts without such evaluative structural element. The lack of an Evaluation is 
very important given the pedagogical function of such written science stories. By 
neutrally narrating science-related events without expressing a particular evaluative 
stance, teachers encouraged students to take on the roles of evaluators whose task 

Case 2: What Is Wrong with Little José?
Little José is 11 years old and lives in your town, in a poor house next to 
yours. He likes to play and to sell Popsicle on the streets and he is not into 
studying much. One day you come over to visit Little José and notice that he 
does not seem well.

He continuously scratches all of his body, especially his legs. His mom 
gives him some homemade remedies that she prepared and the itching soon 
stops. Sometime later (about 1 month), you return to your little friend’s house 
and find him discouraged and pale. His mother was saying to him: “You must 
exercise more, maybe play or walk. I even let you swim in the lake, as you 
have secretly done before. Otherwise you will get even fatter.” It was then that 
you perceived that, besides his discouraged appearance and yellowish color, 
Little José’s belly was swelled up as a balloon. Then, a question comes in your 
head: what is wrong with Little José?
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was to assess in writing the scientific and social significance of unfolding action in 
scenarios that were familiar and directly relevant to students’ lives.

10.6  �Curricular Materials as Social Acts

The above analysis revealed that both “A Child in Distress” and “What Is Wrong 
with Little José?” shared common features such as a focus on relatively powerless 
victims (poor, illiterate, and young) in need of help and tragic plots involving liter-
ary representations of death and fear but varied with regard to features such as 
structural organization (open vs. closed narrative structures) and positioning of stu-
dents (external bystanders vs. science experts in charge of solving a problem). By 
reporting on these particular states of affairs, teachers defined particular situations 
and created social facts, understandings, and arrangements to be treated as true dur-
ing subsequent pedagogical activity.

Such findings invite us to further theorize about the nature of case-based environ-
mental education. Based on Charles Bazerman’s (2004) argument that “texts do 
things” (i.e., have a social force), environmental narratives can be viewed as social 
acts whose performance enables teachers to accomplish particular tasks, organize 
their social activity, and take on particular social roles. One good example of this 
social force of texts is teacher lesson plans’ power to shape science learning oppor-
tunities and influence student experiences. For instance, lesson plans written as con-
tingency plans (flexible sequence of instructional phases) afford students more 
openness and self-direction than lesson plans written as detailed scripts (Abell 
2004). From this perspective, the environmental cases written by teachers not only 
mean something (carry propositional content) but also do something (constitute par-
ticular types of social acts within an activity structure). Like speakers performing 
oral moves, teachers can be viewed as producing texts that have locutionary content 
(i.e., referential information) as well as illocutionary force (i.e., potential to accom-
plish specific types of pedagogical work). When a teacher composes an environmen-
tal narrative, she/he performs a signifying act that serves to (re)constitute culturally 
valuable social structures and systems of human activity (Bazerman 2004). As such, 
environmental narrative-based curriculum can be said to perform social work in the 
sense of being constitutive of structured pedagogical activity in science classrooms. 
The storied environmental curriculum constitutes a social act or effort that teachers 
performed with the intent of creating appropriate pedagogical conditions and shap-
ing social infrastructure of classrooms in a manner that was conducive to the emer-
gence of particular systems of human activity (e.g., meaning making).

Therefore, it can be argued that “What Is Wrong with Little José?” has the illocu-
tionary force of a socially closed, convergent scientific problem with a single accept-
able resolution, namely, provision of the right diagnosis. This is particularly evident in 
the fact that the title of the story itself takes the form of a display question (Oliveira 
2010), a traditional “testing query” designed to afford students the opportunity to pub-
lically display their knowledge of the one and only right answer (i.e., schistosomiasis). 
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Such a prompt is likely to invite students to position themselves as science novices 
displaying their knowledge of facts accepted by the expert community (i.e., providing 
the right answer). This case offers readers a point of reference (an increasingly specific 
meaning orientation) rather than horizons of possibilities (i.e., room for open-ended 
and divergent exploration of meanings), two distinct knowledge orientations com-
monly found in text-centered classroom activity (Langer 2011).

By contrast, “A Child in Distress” has the illocutionary force of a larger social 
problem in the sense that it presents a problematic situation that, though scientifi-
cally closed, is still open to social resolution. Students are invited to address a com-
mon social issue, namely, scientific illiteracy and lack of awareness among the 
populace (as opposed to simply displaying their knowledge of their right answer). A 
variety of socially acceptable solutions can be pursued by the students. This open-
ness is likely to afford students a degree of freedom to explore their own thinking 
with regard to socioscientific issues (Sadler 2004) as well as engage in personal 
action (Pedretti and Hodson 1995), that is, to do something about the issues being 
investigated (as opposed to simply talking about them). As such, this environmental 
narrative is more closely aligned with what Roland Barthes (1974) describes as 
writerly texts – nonrestrictive stories characterized by a plurality of meaning that 
afford a variety of possible interpretations and encourage readers to actively create 
meaning. As a result, subsequent systems of pedagogical activity seem more likely 
to surpass the scientific sphere and reach the personal and social spheres. Students 
have room to strategically draw upon cultural knowledge, values, beliefs, and atti-
tudes and to take a moral and personal stand.

Another important structural feature of the two cases was the lack of an 
Evaluation. As pointed out above, unlike conversational storytellers who typically 
communicate a point or moral (Labov and Waletzky 1967), teachers invariably 
wrote narrative texts without such an evaluative structural element. This neutral 
writing style has the illocutionary force of encouraging students to take on the roles 
of evaluators whose task was to assess in writing the scientific and social signifi-
cance of unfolding action in scenarios that were familiar and directly relevant to 
students’ lives.

10.7  �Toward a Transformative Narrative

Narratives transform life’s journeys to sequences of events and evoke shifting and enduring 
perspectives on experience. (Ochs and Capps 1996, p. 20)

In my attempt to better understand EE from a case-based perspective, I have empha-
sized the need for examining the narrative curricular practices of classroom instruc-
tors in more depth. In particular, the reported findings highlight what it means to 
develop a more transformative storied curriculum as well as the implications of 
narrativizing environmental issues in particular ways. Rather than simply providing 
students with a problem, environmental educators can foster transformation by 
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resorting to cultural masterplots and strategically drawing upon social representa-
tions (Moscovici 2003), that is, culturally shared knowledge used by members of a 
society to construct meaning and understand reality in certain ways. Doing so can 
enable teachers elsewhere to disrupt dominant anti-narratives or anti-stories of eco-
nomic progress and modernity (White 1987). Central to our current “story of eco-
logical crisis,” such a nonnarrative attitude reduces the natural world into a mere 
commodity and narrative form to one single and privileged interpretation based on 
dualistic separations of fact and value and human and nature. It is my hope that the 
reported findings can help educators recognize the transformative potential of nar-
rativized curriculum and tell students a different story, one of plurality of meanings, 
agency, and connection with nature.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 What was your pedagogical assessment of the two environmental cases produced 
by the Brazilian teachers? What do you consider to be the strengths and weak-
nesses of their narrativizing efforts?

	2.	 Do you agree with the main argument of this chapter that environmental narra-
tives can indeed enrich and empower the school curriculum? In what ways?

	3.	 How can environmental educators effectively capitalize on the pedagogical 
potential of traditional stories about nature?

	4.	 Describe an environmental story that you have previously been told (perhaps as 
a child) and that you remember particularly well. What specific attributes of this 
story made it memorable to you (e.g. plot, characters, delivery, length, genre, 
etc.)?

	5.	 Using resources such as local newspapers, identify an environmental issue rele-
vant to your personal context. How would you go about narrativizing it for class-
room use? What would your environmental case look like?
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Chapter 11   
A Socioscientific Issues Approach 
to Environmental Education             

Benjamin C. Herman, Troy D. Sadler, Dana L. Zeidler, and Mark H. Newton

Abstract  This chapter makes a case for applying a socioscientific issues (SSI) 
approach to environmental education (EE). We present a model for SSI-based teach-
ing and learning that can be used for the development and implementation of EE 
learning experiences. The model highlights the significance of design elements, 
teacher attributes, learner experiences, classroom environment, and peripheral influ-
ences. We present a description of and results from an experiential environmental 
issues course as a means of showcasing an implementation example of the model 
for SSI-based for teaching and learning. The course features contentious environ-
mental issues from the Greater Yellowstone Area with a particular focus on the 
reintroduction of wolves. The chapter also presents evidence related to how framing 
this EE course with an SSI approach led to student development of competencies 
including conceptualizing scientific claims, balancing ethical and cultural consider-
ations, negotiating unintended consequences of proposed solutions, and engaging in 
socioscientific discourses.
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11.1  �Environmental Education and Socioscientific Issues

There are numerous possible approaches to environmental education (EE). Teaching 
materials and learning exercises might project a strong environmental advocacy per-
spective, while other approaches might foreground scientific principles and pro-
cesses (Duerden and Witt 2010). The science-first approach often assumes that if 
students are armed with scientific knowledge, then they will enact pro-environment 
decisions and behaviors (Ballantyne and Packer 1996). Other EE approaches 
emphasize affective (e.g., Pooley and O’ Connor 2000), cultural, and social justice 
(e.g., Cole 2007) dimensions to promote pro-environmental dispositions.

Some learning experiences may focus on environmental health at a global level. 
These are congruent with the themes of “thinking globally” advocated by EE initia-
tives such as the UNESCO–UNEP International Environmental Education 
Programme (Gough 2013). Other approaches drive instruction through the explora-
tion of a specific, local environmental problem and its impact on indigenous cul-
tures. For instance, Anna Cole (2007) reflects about how her place-based EE 
curricula could have facilitated students to consider environmental and social jus-
tice topics such as the perspectives of various stakeholders (e.g., Native Americans, 
Hispanic ranchers) impacted by river ecosystem issues in northern New Mexico. 
Thus, EE may create opportunities for learners to connect personally with issues 
through field-based or place-based experiences, while others are more abstracted 
and presented in generalized terms (Kurdyavtsev et al. 2012). Whether intentional 
or tacit, pedagogical decisions carry with them a number of assumptions related to 
what ought to be valued, how people learn, what the outcomes of education should 
be, and how learners best engage with their environment.

For the past 15 years, members of our authorship team have collaborated through 
research, curriculum development, teacher education programs, and implementa-
tion efforts in authentic settings to develop, empirically explore, and theoretically 
justify the socioscientific issues (SSI) framework (Zeidler 2014). We see the SSI 
framework as a useful perspective and lens for approaching teaching and learning 
challenges in multiple contexts including EE (with science education and integrated 
science, technology, engineering, and math [STEM] education serving as other 
examples).

SSI represent ill-structured problems at the intersections of science and other 
aspects of society. They tend to be controversial; multi-faceted; subject to multiple, 
sometimes, contradictory perspectives; and connected to scientific concepts. Despite 
the necessary association between SSI and underlying science ideas, solutions for 
SSI are underdetermined by scientific data alone. SSI encompass a wide range of 
real-world issues including contentious environmental issues (CEI) such as climate 
change, hydrofracturing, and the introduction (or reintroduction) of flora and fauna 
into natural communities. SSI-based education leverages the compelling ethical 
nature of these issues, the significance of decisions regarding these issues, and the 
chance to connect learning opportunities to the lived experiences of students. In 

B.C. Herman et al.



147

terms of commitments most relevant to EE, the SSI framework presumes the 
following:

•	 Educating citizens capable of responsible citizenry (including environmental 
stewardship) requires development of conscience. By conscience, we refer to 
one’s self-awareness, self-regulation, and explicit moral recognition of being an 
impactful component of a larger system.

•	 CEI (e.g., climate change, hydrofracturing, species reintroduction) are inherently 
challenging and cannot be solved through simple means.

•	 Learners require opportunities to explore complex problems, negotiate multiple 
solutions, and develop and justify their own perspectives.

•	 Understanding the science underlying CEI is necessary but not sufficient for 
resolving these problems.

•	 Opportunities to explicitly negotiate multiple dimensions of CEI (e.g., unequal 
impacts on diverse groups and the environment, ethical concerns, political and 
ideological dimensions) are critical for learning and fostering responsible scien-
tific literacy, citizenship and environmental stewardship.

In summary, we propose that SSI-based education provides an ideal pathway to 
help people conceptualize and respond to the various facets (e.g., scientific, social, 
political, and ethical) CEI entail. SSI approaches encourage students to reflectively 
consider multiple perspectives, from personal to global, when weighing the unequal 
positive and negative trade-offs that accompany CEI resolution. SSI teaching and 
learning can promote civic responsibility and scientific literacy necessary for envi-
ronmental and sociocultural stewardship.

11.2  �A Model for SSI-Based Teaching and Learning

Over the last few years, we have developed a model to help translate the theoretical 
vision along with existing empirical evidence for SSI teaching and learning. The 
model first emerged through the analysis of nine successful instantiations of SSI-
based teaching from around the world including some that focused on environmen-
tal issues, healthcare challenges, biotechnology issues, and genetic engineering 
(Sadler 2011). We presented a revised version of the model as a tool for curriculum 
designers, teachers, and school administrators interested in using SSI in school set-
tings (Presley et al. 2013) and more recently used the model as the basis for a con-
ceptual framework for aligning EE with science education (Sadler and Murakami 
2014). In this chapter, we present the model for SSI-based teaching and learning 
along with a description of a hybrid classroom and informal EE course showcasing 
its implementation.

A graphic representation of the model for SSI-based teaching and learning is 
presented in Fig.  11.1. Interpretation of the model begins with the core aspects, 
which are situated most centrally: design elements, learning experiences, and 
teacher attributes. While it is possible to distinguish among the core elements for 
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organizational purposes, they are interrelated. Design elements refer to issues and 
opportunities that should be incorporated in the design, development, and imple-
mentation of SSI learning experiences. The model prescribes four specific elements 
of design that need to be included in SSI-based teaching and learning. First, instruc-
tion should be built around a compelling issue; that is, the issue should be the cen-
tral organizing feature for instructional planning and implementation. Other 
approaches to environmental education may prioritize other organizing elements for 
the design of instruction such as standards or content. In the case of SSI-based 
teaching, instruction may be aligned with standards and address important content, 
but the decisions around which standards and content to address are informed by the 
issue to be explored. This prioritization of the issue helps to ensure that the ideas 
addressed are meaningful and contextualized with respect to the issue being 
considered.

Second, in the implementation of SSI-based teaching, the issue should be pre-
sented early in the experience. Many approaches to science and EE use issues as 
examples of phenomena or principles, and these examples may be presented at any 
point during instruction. In order to foreground the focal issue within SSI-based 
teaching and learning, the issue itself should be presented very early within the 
teaching sequence.

Third, SSI instruction should provide scaffolding for student engagement in 
higher-order practices. These higher-order practices can be framed in several ways 
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Fig. 11.1  Graphic representation of the model for SSI-based teaching and learning (Presley et al. 
2013)

B.C. Herman et al.



149

including argumentation, decision-making, critical thinking, or socially responsible 
action. Student engagement and learning with respect to at least some of these (or 
related) practices is a fundamental goal for SSI-based teaching and learning.

Finally, design of SSI learning experiences should incorporate a culminating 
experience during which learners can synthesize ideas, compare perspectives, inte-
grate their own commitments, and use the higher-order practices featured in the 
learning experiences.

Learner experiences comprise the second core aspect of the SSI-based teaching 
and learning model. The model suggests that learners should have opportunities to 
engage in six different but interrelated experiences that necessarily overlap with the 
design elements just discussed. Within the context of SSI instruction, students 
should have opportunities to:

•	 Engage in higher-order thinking practices
•	 Confront scientific ideas and theories related to the issue under consideration
•	 Collect and/or analyze scientific data related to the issue
•	 Negotiate social dimensions of the issue
•	 Confront ethical dimensions of the issue
•	 Consider nature of science themes associated with the issue

Considering which of these learner experiences are afforded within a particular 
SSI unit of instruction can help to direct attention to areas of the instruction or cur-
riculum materials that can be expanded and improved.

The final core aspect, teacher attributes, directs attention to teacher knowledge 
and characteristics. In considering the attributes possessed by teachers, who imple-
ment SSI-based instruction successfully, four commonalities consistently emerge. 
First, successful teachers are knowledgeable about the science content related to the 
issue. Supporting student exploration of the science involved in SSI requires that 
teachers have a reasonable degree of expertise surrounding that science.

Second, teachers also need to be aware of social considerations associated with 
the issue. Given the wide range of social knowledge pertinent to most SSI, it is 
unreasonable (and unnecessary) to expect that a teacher can have expertise in all 
relevant areas; however, it is very important that teachers are familiar with at least 
some of these ideas.

Third, SSI, by definition, are complex problems for which some information is 
not available. Teachers cannot know everything there is to know about a particular 
SSI, and they should be honest with their learners about these knowledge 
limitations.

Finally, given the uncertain status of SSI, and the goal of SSI-based teaching to 
foster community inquiry and negotiation, teachers need to position themselves as 
knowledge contributors within their classroom communities as opposed to the sole 
authority. For some teachers, adopting a role on more equivalent footing with their 
students can be uncomfortable, but the sharing of power and discourse within the 
learning environment is essential for successful SSI-based teaching and learning.

The remaining elements of the model, classroom environment and peripheral 
influences, highlight the point that design and enactment of learning experiences 
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occur within contexts that significantly shape the trajectories of engagement and 
learning. Classroom environment is positioned as the first and most temporally rel-
evant source of influence. Dimensions of the classroom environment such as expec-
tations for participation, discourse norms, relationships among members of the 
classroom community, and resources available will play huge roles in determining 
how curricular and pedagogical plans are enacted and the kinds of outcomes that 
will be achieved.

Peripheral influences are positioned immediately beyond the classroom environ-
ment. In actuality, this single dimension of the model represents a number of pos-
sible spheres of influence that may shape the classroom environment including 
teachers and students. The classroom environment is shaped by the institutional 
environment, which, in turn, is necessarily influenced by the community in which 
the institution is situated. National trends and standards, economic forces, and 
broader expectations are some of the many peripheral influences that can ultimately 
affect ways in which SSI-based EE unfolds. However, the point of the model is not 
to suggest that educators identify all of the possible peripheral influences but rather 
to develop an appreciation for and sensitivity to the contextual realities of teaching 
through student engagement in complex and controversial issues.

11.3  �A Case of Using the SSI Model for Environmental 
Education: Contentious Environmental Issues 
in the Greater Yellowstone Area

In this section, we pivot from the conceptual presentation of the SSI-based teaching 
and learning model to an applied case profiling an SSI approach for EE. Presented 
here is an SSI-embedded experiential environmental issues course co-taught by sev-
eral of the authors that focused on Greater Yellowstone Area (GYA) CEI (e.g., rein-
troduction of wolves, brucellosis in bison, ranching practices). A notable feature of 
this course was the extent that the 36 enrolled undergraduate students from diverse 
majors (e.g., nursing, law enforcement, art, music, education) were immersed for 
10 days in authentic experiences with GYA CEI. The students then completed a 
3-week online component after returning to their university where they developed a 
written analysis of a CEI. We present a description of the course and its impacts on 
student learning; the presentation is organized around the four specific design ele-
ments highlighted in the SSI-based teaching and learning model.
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11.3.1  �Design Element 1: Build Instruction  
Around a Compelling Issue

At the forefront of SSI instruction is a compelling and contentious issue. Table 11.1 
outlines the sequence of events and the compelling issues addressed during the CEI 
course. Important to note is that our design of the course was fluidly responsive to 
the learners’ experiences. For instance, the instructors would facilitate the students’ 
learning experiences (e.g., presentations from those impacted by CEI, visits to 
nature centers) and help them deconstruct those experiences through reflexive peda-
gogical moves (e.g., modeling questioning practices during presentations and then 
later helping students understand the intent of the questions and the information 
they solicited). Furthermore, course experiences were deliberately sequenced so the 
instructors could scaffold students to autonomously consider multiple perspectives 
and the scientific, ethical, and sociocultural dimensions related to CEI.

Table 11.1  Sequence of interrelated events and the issues addressed

Portion of course Course activity

Predeparture Discuss the analogy that the university is to the town (Farmville, VA) as 
Yellowstone National Park (YNP) is to the GYA
Interview citizens of Farmville about their feelings about the university and 
the students. Group discussion on findings (e.g., perspectives, biases) and 
make connections to the GYA
Introduce the wolf reintroduction and management issue in the GYA

GYA field 
experiences

Interact with Jackson Hole residents and Wyoming fish and game biologists 
about GYA CEI
Travel through YNP with field stops at key areas including visitors’ centers 
and natural features
View wildlife in YNP. Interact with wolf ecologists, tour guides, and local 
residents
Interact with ranchers possessing progressive and traditional perspectives 
about GYA CEI. Interact/discuss with Gardiner residents about GYA CEI
Hike YNP with a naturalist. Interactive presentation with a nature activist/
writer
Students placed into groups based on different perspectives modeled in 
GYA to prepare arguments for stakeholder council meeting assuming 
perspectives encountered in GYA and discuss possible resolutions of wolf 
reintroduction/hunting issues
Travel through YNP with field stops at nature areas and interactions with 
Native Americans about GYA CEI
Students conduct community stakeholder meeting and develop proposed 
resolutions about wolf issue
Participate in culminating town hall-style forum on wolf hunting quotas in 
Montana. Students assume perspectives of GYA stakeholder encountered 
during experiential field component of course

Post-fieldwork 
(online)

Analyze public documents and complete a major writing assignment on 
natural resources management issues
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Reflective of the complexities associated with CEI, the course instruction 
employed an ecological approach by stressing that many environmental issues are 
interrelated, have broad reaching impacts on humans and nature, and require con-
sideration of many obvious and nuanced perspectives. Several interrelated environ-
mental issues exist in the GYA and were addressed throughout the course. For 
instance, stakeholders such as ranchers, hunter outfitters, wildlife biologists, nature 
advocacy groups, and Native Americans possess different perspectives and debate 
about how to resolve CEI such as elk harvest quotas, bison home ranges and brucel-
losis, and sustainability of ranching practices. All of these issues are controversial, 
and the arguments from the stakeholders draw from multiple perspectives including 
those that are scientific, ecological, sociocultural, ethical, and economic in nature.

At the forefront of the CEI addressed throughout the course was the reintroduc-
tion and management of wolves in Yellowstone National Park. According to many 
GYA residents, wolf reintroduction is the most contentious and polarizing environ-
mental issue in that area. Matthew Wilson (1997) notes that the wolf reintroduction 
issue is the symbolic representation of the contention between those whose interests 
are environmental preservation and those whose interests are the economic utility of 
the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. Furthermore, Wilson (1997) points out that 
unequal access to social power, conflicting beliefs about property use, and discrep-
ant perceptions about nature fuels the controversy surrounding wolf reintroduction. 
Despite the contention that pervades this issue, scientific evidence has established 
that wolves are an important member of the GYA ecosystem justifying their restora-
tion to sustainable population levels. This issue is at the heart of the CEI course and 
remains relevant and controversial (Smith and Bangs 2009).

11.3.2  �Design Element 2: Present the Issue Early 
in the Experience

The contention surrounding wolf reintroduction in Yellowstone National Park was 
introduced early in the course prior to the students arriving in the GYA. In line with 
the scaffolding approach advocated within the SSI instructional framework, we uti-
lized local CEI (e.g., impacts of their university’s expansion on the local natural and 
built communities) familiar to the students helping them conceptualize how to 
engage SSI through argumentation and evaluating multiple perspectives, scientific 
evidence, ethical considerations, and sociocultural factors. We then introduced stu-
dents to GYA CEI by focusing on wolf reintroduction and asking them to consider 
ways in which resolving SSI requires varied approaches. For instance, we asked the 
students to contemplate how multiple perspectives and environmental ethical con-
siderations might influence how the university expansion is resolved and how that 
might be similar to underlying issues influencing the wolf reintroduction dispute. 
Our rational for such an approach is that we recognized that the students’ familiarity 
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with locally relevant CEI could be used as a springboard to facilitate their engage-
ment with the less familiar GYA environment and CEI.

11.3.3  �Design Element 3: Provide Scaffolding for Higher-
Order Practices

Wilson (1997) writes about the contested nature of the GYA with on the one hand 
its resonating and prolific natural beauty and on the other the power struggles that 
accompany land ownership and natural resources management. Specifically, the 
federal government owns over half of the GYA county land base, and thus all policy 
decisions such as wolf reintroduction profoundly impact local residents and thus 
spur controversy around these issues. As Fig. 11.1 illustrates, peripheral factors and 
the learning environment must be considered when designing SSI instruction. The 
experiential field component of the SSI instruction profiled here was crucial for 
immersing students in GYA CEI, so they better understood the nuanced contentious 
factors associated with wolf reintroduction and management. Throughout the span 
of the experiential field component, our objective was to scaffold students from a 
passive role through witnessing the instructors and stakeholders interacting and 
deliberating relevant SSI themes to becoming active participants who interacted 
with and took ownership in learning about the stakeholders’ backgrounds, cultures, 
and concerns.

To gain an initial sense of the sociocultural aspects of GYA CEI, the students 
began in Jackson, Wyoming, where they spent 3  days investigating how various 
stakeholders perceive CEI including wolf reintroduction. For example, the students 
spent 1 day talking with residents about their views on wolf reintroduction and how 
those views were developed. The students also experienced a presentation by area 
wildlife biologists focusing on the integrated nature of CEI in the GYA such as how 
various groups perceive wolf management in relation to elk harvests. During early 
interactions with stakeholders, the authors modeled questioning strategies for the 
students that reflected many of the subtle aspects needed to investigate socioscien-
tific issues including skepticism, consideration of multiple perspectives, sociocul-
tural factors, ethics, and scientific evidence. The following dialogue provides one 
example between the instructors and the biologists exemplifying this process:

Instructor	 Can you talk about the reaction to some of your management 
practices?

Biologist	 We have a really diverse public here. We have everything from very 
traditional 3rd generation Wyoming cowboy hunter type to very envi-
ronmental green and everything in between…. We have a lot of differ-
ent views and backgrounds.

Instructor	 You talked about wolves. In a group I was in today … a lot of news-
papers and magazines we found addressed the recent issue of how the 
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wolf hunting regulations have been redone and the state is now in 
charge. That was the headline story in two or three of those.

Biologist	 Wolves were reintroduced to Yellowstone… Until recently they were 
on endangered lists. They were managed by the federal government. 
Through lots of politics and court rulings they eventually came off the 
endangered lists and are under state management for just over 2 years 
now. So, since they have become under state management and off the 
endangered species list, we manage them like any other trophy game 
species: black bears, mountain lions, etc. so people hunt them.

Instructor	 What do you do with the diversity with the different kinds of groups? 
You mentioned in the beginning with the different agencies and how 
they work together in some way… So, can you give me a sense of 
how these diverse groups, each with vested interests in their own 
careers, come to consensus to work together? You say it is politics. 
Can you give me an extended sense of how you negotiate from such 
diverse points of view?

Biologist	 There have been times when the agencies have not seen eye to eye and 
have not gotten along. They went through bad times. I think there is 
general agreement hopefully at this point from all the different play-
ers. We can accomplish more if we do compromise on the things we 
can compromise on. There are things our agency says, that we cannot 
compromise. Sorry we just can’t work together on this issue. 
Fundamentally then science is not speaking for itself. You are just 
polishing it. You try and figure and get a collection and distribute it in 
a way where you do have an optimal solution, but in a way where 
everybody gets something. I think there is after years of doing that, 
there is a tradeoff of like … we are going to compromise on this but 
remember that the next issue comes up … maybe you guys need to 
compromise. You have years and years of relationships going on and 
you have a trust in a way. It comes back down to a lot of people deal-
ing with people. I wasn’t really trained to deal with people. Ha ha. It’s 
a lot of dealing with people.

Instructor	 It seems like when you are dealing within your own agency that some 
of the discussions go beyond the scientific evidence. You can see we 
can sustain and manage … to what extent do you sometimes discuss 
other considerations… such as the ethics of the situation or how it 
will affect the socioeconomics of the region?

Biologist	 We actually put a lot of things into the pot when we make a manage-
ment decision. We try to get as much scientific evidence as we can 
and that is the base. We have to then make sure we hear all publics 
concerns. Lots of meetings, etc. The wildlife is held in the public 
trust. We have public commissions. We have a group of six commis-
sioners, which are just regular citizens that are appointed to the com-
mission board. They are the ones that decide what really they should 
do. We build the framework and then the public decides.
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Instructor	 To what extent have you had an actual example where you had an 
ethical consideration override the science evidence? For instance, 
some groups that have more of a spiritually vested interest in the man-
agement that may think it is ethically wrong on how you are manag-
ing wildlife populations. Or even a socioeconomic consideration 
overrode your best judgment from the scientific evidence.

After such interactions, the instructors would engage in reflective discussions 
with students in formal (whole class meetings) and informal (car rides to field expe-
riences) settings. These discussions were crucial for scaffolding students to consider 
and engage in discourse about the more complex nuances of GYA CEI.

Over the next 7 days, students transitioned from Jackson to Gardiner, Montana, 
and Yellowstone National Park (YNP) where they critically examined CEI with a 
focus on wolf management. Specifically, the students met with two local ranchers 
with diverse perspectives regarding this issue. The first held progressive ideas on 
how to protect her animals from wolves through hazing and using range riders to 
manage herds. The second rancher held more traditional beliefs on protecting his 
stock, such as trapping and shooting wolves that ventured onto his property. The 
students also accompanied a wolf ecologist and a naturalist who charter tours into 
YNP to view wildlife and discuss wolf reintroduction. The students concluded 
scheduled stakeholder interactions by gaining the perspectives of an environmental 
activist and author and a member of the Crow Native American tribe. In addition to 
these formal interactions, students were required to engage with local stakeholders 
throughout the communities (e.g., at restaurants, at gas stations, and at the hotel) 
they visited. The explicit modeling from the instructors resulted in students begin-
ning to engage in sophisticated discourse about CEI with one another and stake-
holders, suggesting they were considering more complex facets of SSI resolution. 
Two examples below are questions asked by students to wolf ecologists and natural-
ists that exemplify how they were conceptualizing CEI from increasingly sophisti-
cated vantage points: “Do you think it might be the negative cultural image of the 
wolf that it becomes the scapegoat for other perceived natural resources problems?” 
“How do you think the fact that people hunt elk here affects their views on wolf 
hunting?” “Do you feel there is a positive relationship between Native Americans in 
the area and others that live here despite past tensions and how the park is now man-
aged as public land?”

11.3.4  �Design Element 4: Culminating Experience

The culminating experience was a town hall-style forum on wolf management in the 
GYA. Three days prior to the forum, the students were assigned to one of six groups 
representing a GYA stakeholder and asked to develop solutions and accompanying 
justifications (see Table  11.2). Important to note, the instructors deliberately 
assigned groups that held diverse and, at times, polarized views about wolf manage-
ment to emphasize the contention surrounding this issue and instructed students to 
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Table 11.2  Town hall forum stakeholder groups’ proposed solutions and justifications regarding 
wolf management

Group Summary of proposed solution and justification

State wildlife managers Wolves should be sustainably harvested through controlled hunts. 
Natural resources and YNP are for the benefit and enjoyment of the 
people. Social, economic, and ecological considerations must be 
weighed. Wolves should be present to maintain ecosystem balance 
and tourism. However, wolf numbers should be limited to mitigate 
economic losses (e.g., livestock predation) and negative 
environmental consequences (diminished elk populations)

Traditional ranchers Wolves should be heavily hunted and state managed, not federally. 
Ranching is a long-standing family tradition that wolves threaten by 
predating on cattle which can cost thousands. This threat combined 
with other economic hardships associated with ranching threatens to 
end the ranching culture that has been built through many 
generations

Progressive ranchers A quota of 20 to 25 per district is feasible but wolves should only be 
killed when necessary (e.g., extreme livestock predation). The culture 
of ranching must change. Wolf reintroduction has occurred, and 
coexistence between ranchers and wolves is possible through new 
ranching and wolf-deterring methods (e.g., range riders, hazing, 
electric fences with flaggery, removal of sick or dead livestock and 
elk)

Ecologists/wildlife 
viewing tour guides

Wolf harvests outside of park could remain at current levels. 
However, wolf hunting should be restricted within YNP and a buffer 
zone around the park that will be determined every 10 years based on 
park packs’ home ranges. Wolves were an important component of 
the GYA ecosystem when the park opened in 1872 but have only 
recently recovered from a cruel extirpation by humans. Killing one 
wolf can break up packs and orphan pups. Wolves can sustainably 
manage themselves within park boundaries and could be tracked 
through radio collars. Typically, park packs stay within YNP 98% of 
the time, and only 1% of cattle deaths outside of the park are 
confirmed wolf kills. Furthermore, the concern of wolves overkilling 
elk is unjustified. The primary killers of elk are humans and 
winterkill, not wolves. Unfortunately, the media portrays wolves 
negatively, but they are actually very important economically and 
ecologically

Environmental activists The killing of wolves should be completely prohibited. Wolf 
protection buffer zones around the park are irrelevant. Wolves have 
an intrinsic right to be here just like humans and nature’s other 
creatures. Nature should be left alone to take its course. Wolves, 
bison, elk, and other species were part of the ecosystem balance long 
before humans’ presence. Humans have eliminated other species 
such as cutthroat trout, and without wolves, elk and deer populations 
in the park would be unregulated. This would cause negative 
environmental impacts such as over grazing and browsing of 
vegetation

(continued)
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make a concerted effort to represent the interests of their group rather than those of 
their own perspectives. Within these groups the students developed a proposal about 
wolf management including wolf hunting limits and protective buffer zones around 
YNP. Three students were selected to serve as a federal panel that evaluated the 
stakeholder group’s arguments and given the charge of issuing a detailed ruling on 
wolf management. Prior to the forum, all of the groups met with instructors to dis-
cuss issues associated with using and evaluating different forms of evidence and 
criteria for decision-making.

The 2-h town hall forum took place at a local restaurant and tavern – an authentic 
setting where residents of the area typically exchange ideas about local CEI. The 
forum was student conducted with the instructors assuming a facilitator role. Each 
stakeholder group prepared a 5-min opening statement presenting their resolution 
for wolf management and harvest limits to a mock federal panel (in this case, the 
panel consisted of three students selected by instructors). After the opening state-
ment, the federal panel asked each group clarifying questions. Upon completion of 
the opening statements and panel questions, each group was provided time to pre-
pare and orate rebuttals to opposing groups. The rebuttals were followed by closing 
arguments from each group that summarized their proposed resolution and support-
ing evidence. The federal panel was then sequestered to deliberate and reach a deci-
sion with accompanying justifications about how to manage wolves including an 
annual wolf harvest limit.

The federal panel evaluated arguments and determined a ruling based on five 
preestablished criteria: (1) pragmatism (best solution for all groups), (2) robustness 
(resiliency and durability of the arguments), (3) evidence based (scientific, logical, 
moral, and cultural truths), (4) feasibility, and (5) precedence (e.g., based on histori-
cal events and prior policies). The panel’s ruling included a wolf-protective buffer 
zone around YNP with continued research on wolf population distributions and buf-
fer zone adjustments every 10 years. Furthermore, the panel decision established a 
wolf hunting limit up to 20% of the state population annually, and that wildlife 
agencies would assist ranchers’ predator deterrence efforts and elimination or relo-
cation of confirmed livestock predators.

Table 11.2  (continued)

Group Summary of proposed solution and justification

Outfitters and hunters Montana state annual wolf harvest limits should be increased from 
230 to 300 and the limit of five wolves per person eliminated. Wolves 
can be preserved in YNP but protection buffer zones are unjustified. 
Hunting elk is a cultural tradition among families that is also 
important to their economic well-being and livelihood. Wolves 
negatively impact elk numbers. Hunters bring outside money to the 
economy, and increasing the wolf limit will benefit ranchers. 
Furthermore, there is less chance the Fish and Game Department will 
need to reimburse ranchers for livestock losses, and the money for 
wolf licenses can go toward wolf preservation in the park. Adjustable 
buffer zones are unjustified given YNP is 2.2 million acres and buffer 
zones will constantly expand with wolf dispersal
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At the conclusion of the town hall forum, the instructors debriefed the students 
on the culminating activity and how their course experiences enabled them to con-
template and engage in discourse about wolf management. For instance, the instruc-
tors explicitly addressed how the students were considering and discussing multiple 
perspectives, ethics, scientific evidence, and sociocultural factors when engaging 
SSI. Furthermore, the instructors stressed the importance of assuming an eco-justice 
perspective personally, civically, and globally needed to resolve CEI through proen-
vironmental behaviors.

The final 3 weeks of the course were conducted online after the students returned 
to their university where they developed a written analysis of a CEI. Students were 
expected to synthesize the information that was garnered during the field compo-
nent to create a position paper discussing how to manage their specific resource 
issue.

11.4  �Learner Considerations and Impacts of the Course

Throughout the previous sections, we have attempted to explicate how our design of 
the course was fluidly responsive to the learners’ experiences and conceptions – 
existing and newly acquired through the CEI course. The course experiences were 
deliberately sequenced so the instructors could scaffold students to autonomously 
consider nuanced factors (e.g., scientific, ethical, and sociocultural dimensions) of 
CEI resolution. During these interactions and subsequent discussions with instruc-
tors, the students learned important lessons regarding SSI engagement such as how 
to conceptualize scientific claims (e.g., accuracy and the nature of those claims) in 
juxtaposition with ethical and cultural considerations and possible unintended con-
sequences of CEI resolution. As a result of these experiences, the students began to 
take ownership of their engagement with GYA CEI through actions such as eliciting 
perspectives from stakeholders through sophisticated questioning and debating with 
peers and the course instructors about those perspectives. Evident among student 
discourse was the realization that science is among many valuable ways of knowing 
that must be judiciously weighed when engaging SSI and that sociocultural, ethical, 
and economic consequences typically accompany CEI resolution. For instance, 
scaffolding interactive experiences with a variety of stakeholders, from wildlife 
biologists and ranchers to Native Americans and activists, who consistently deal 
with GYA CEI, modeled for students how to draw from scientific evidence as well 
as indigenous and traditional ecological knowledge, values, and beliefs. We viewed 
these experiences as crucial in helping many students to move from a position 
resembling scientism where it is perceived that CEI should only be resolved through 
scientific truths, engineering, and techno-centered approaches to a more rational 
and balanced view that weighing additional factors (e.g., cultural, ethical, and his-
torical) must occur when engaging CEI. The following student’s sentiments before 
and after the course exemplify this conceptual shift:
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With advancing scientific research they are gaining more proof about the negative effects 
that humans have on the environment. You cannot argue with the fact that species are 
becoming extinct, and glaciers are melting. (Samantha’s pre–course views)

I have learned that scientific evidence is a good base but other things such as morals, cul-
ture, and ethics also come to play when making decisions. Scientific evidence can also be 
bias in the way it is presents and what part of the research is publicized. Many things are 
complicated, and the scientific reasoning may change, it is not set in stone. I think that sci-
ence will help with natural resource issues, but I do not think it is the end–all–be–all. 
(Samantha’s post–course views)

Reflective of the course focus, many students drew from their Yellowstone experi-
ences to conceptualize the complexities associated with CEI in their home commu-
nities. For instance, one student reflectively linked her Yellowstone experiences 
with issues her home community is facing by stating:

I noticed after I went to Yellowstone, I did not consider the different perspectives of issues 
as much as I had thought. Now I try to always take different perspectives on natural recourse 
management issues. For example, in my county there is a suggestion to make Powhatan's 
home a national park. When I heard this after I came back from Yellowstone my initial 
thought was, what do the nearby locals of that area think vs. the people who are working to 
get the park in motion? I continued to think of the county locals in various areas and jobs 
and how they might perceive this issue as well as the impact it might have on the land and 
wildlife in that area. I think that natural resources management issues can raise social and 
ethical concerns and conflicts…(Valerie’s post–course views)

11.5  �Teacher Attributes and Recommendations

The SSI teaching and learning model highlights teacher attributes as a core compo-
nent of successful SSI instruction. The instructors of the GYA CEI course possessed 
advanced degrees and extensive professional experiences in wildlife biology, geol-
ogy, and science education. They also worked extensively in the GYA conducting 
ecological research and educational outreach. Therefore, they were familiar with 
many of the scientific and social considerations associated with GYA CEI addressed; 
however, they also recognized their limitations regarding these knowledge domains 
and worked with students to create a community of inquiry where knowledge about 
how to engage CEI such as wolf management was co-constructed through “real-
time” experiences and discussions about those experiences. Thus, instead of assum-
ing an authoritarian role, the instructors consistently modified instruction based on 
knowledge they learned with the students.

Using issues to frame EE is an intuitively appealing approach, and while an 
issue-oriented approach limits the wide range of possibilities for EE, there are still 
many critical decisions that must be made by designers and instructors using envi-
ronmental issues. We have found the SSI framework to provide a powerful model 
for informing those decisions in ways that ensure alignment between our theoretic 
commitments, pedagogical priorities, and educational objectives. The model 
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presented within this chapter specifies the SSI approach with a level of detail that 
can help to inform design decisions and implementation choices, and the GYA CEI 
course provides an example of how this model played out in an actual environmen-
tal education context. From our perspective, productive advancements to EE can be 
made by more widespread applications of the model for SSI-based teaching and 
learning accompanied by rigorous testing of various dimensions of the model. We 
cannot stress enough how such progressive pedagogical approaches are crucial for 
effectively implementing SSI and promoting the kind of scientific literacy and 
sociopolitical action necessary for civil democracy and environmental 
sustainability.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 Consider various local and global environmental issues. In what ways do these 
exhibit characteristics that would make them socioscientific issues (SSI)?

	2.	 How does an SSI instructional approach foster scientific literacy in a manner that 
enables people to engage in citizenship and democratic decision-making?

	3.	 In what ways does SSI instruction promote multiple perspectives (e.g. scientific, 
sociocultural, ethical) regarding contentious environmental issues resolution?

	4.	 How must teachers be prepared so they are able to effectively incorporate SSI 
instruction in environmental education courses?

	5.	 Consider various local and global contentious environmental issues. How would 
you implement an SSI approach to promote student engagement with those 
issues?
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Chapter 12   
Moving Forward from the Margins: Education 
for Sustainability in Australian Early 
Childhood Contexts             

Sue Elliott and Julie Davis

Abstract  The early childhood years are regarded as the most significant period for 
human development. Yet, education investments in environmental education (EE)/
education for sustainability (EfS) have been largely overlooked in the early years. 
This chapter offers an analysis of early childhood education for sustainability 
(ECEfS) theory and practice in Australia – recognised as a leader in ECEfS. It draws 
on historical and international contexts, key theoretical perspectives and policy 
directions informing broader uptake. We believe the Australian experience with 
ECEfS offers pointers for other parts of the world looking to ramp up their ECEfS 
activities.

12.1  �ECEfS in Context: Moving Forward from the Margins 
Historically and Internationally

Until recently, early education investments have been largely ignored internationally, 
and there remain many majority world regions where there is still no systemic access 
to preschool education or where the quality is poor (OECD 2012). However, an 
expanding body of literature across economics, sociology and health indicates that 
early investments in human capital offer substantial returns for individuals and their 
communities with long-term positive impacts for the future. For example, economic 
modelling has identified that for every dollar allocated to early childhood education, 
over 15 dollars are saved in remedial interventions during later childhood and young 
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adulthood (Calman and Tarr-Whelan 2005). Such modelling is supported by brain 
research (Shonkoff and Richter 2013), which confirms through brain imaging just 
how critical early experiences are to optimal brain development. The early childhood 
years are unequivocally the most significant period of human development.

In response to this economic modelling data and spurred by the “Starting strong 
11: Early childhood education and care” report (OECD 2006), the Australian gov-
ernment began implementing policy directives to improve early childhood educa-
tion (COAG 2008). In parallel with these policy directives, the early childhood 
years have also been recognised as a highly pertinent life phase for integrating 
understandings about sustainability and an ethic of sustainable living through early 
childhood education pedagogy and practice (UNESCO 2008a). We view sustain-
ability just as important as the integration of healthy eating and childhood physical 
activity and the early addressing of social justice issues including gender and race 
stereotyping. The UNESCO report summarising the achievements of the United 
Nations’ Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2014) states:

Young children are both current and future citizens with already existing capabilities to 
shape sustainable societies. Investments to build their awareness, values, knowledge and 
capacity for sustainable development will serve to set the world on more sustainable path-
ways now and into the future. (p. 78)

Reflecting on the history of EE/EfS dating back to the first intergovernmental con-
ferences (UNESCO/UNEP 1977) and the 1980s school EE initiatives (Gough 
1997), early childhood ECEfS was largely overlooked both in Australia and interna-
tionally. During these earlier periods, broadly entrenched developmental paradigms 
arising from psychological epistemological viewpoints of learning and develop-
ment, suggested young children to be incapable of understanding the abstract com-
plexities of sustainability, let alone contributing to addressing environmental issues 
in any substantive way (Elliott and Davis 2009). However, such paradigms about 
children’s capabilities were beginning to shift in the 1990s informed by the work of 
Allison James and Alan Prout (1990), who viewed children as active social partici-
pants, both capable and agentic. Further, the release of the “United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child” (UNICEF 1989) promoted children’s rights 
to participate in decision-making about matters impacting them. These new con-
structs significantly aligned with EfS participatory approaches, and, as Julie Davis 
(2007) later asserted, young children can be “problem seekers, problem solvers and 
action takers in their own environments” (online). In addition, the principles of EfS 
as espoused in the Australian “Living Sustainably: National Action Plan” 
(Commonwealth DEWHA 2009) clearly aligned with contemporary early child-
hood philosophy and pedagogy offering a “pedagogical advantage” (Elliott and 
Davis 2009, p.  68) for early childhood educators in ECEfS. As Ingrid Pramling 
Samuelsson and Yoshie Kaga (UNESCO 2008a, p. 13) state, “it is not necessary to 
invent ‘new’ pedagogies in order to ‘do’ education for sustainability in the early 
years – one can build on its pedagogical traditions to do so”.

Thus, internationally, a convergence between the prioritisation of the early years 
and shifting paradigms about children and early childhood education created a fertile 
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space “for moving forward from the margins”. ECEfS was first highlighted interna-
tionally by UNESCO (2008b) in “The Gothenburg Recommendations on Education 
for Sustainable Development”. The subsequent “UN Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development” (DESD) (UNESCO 2014) final report has reinforced the 
unique role of early childhood education in creating sustainable futures for all.

Aligned with these documents, since the early 1990s, a handful of individual 
practitioners and professional networks in Australia have navigated through this 
convergence with the advocacy mantra “mainstream not marginal” (Davis 1999, 
p. 2). Somewhat later, the field was still typified by “patches of green” in the first 
national review of early childhood EE (NSW/EPA, 2003). However, the raft of 
Australian government early childhood education policy directives (COAG 2008) 
set against the backdrop of UNESCO’s DESD (2005) initiatives have been instru-
mental in guiding systemic change across the early childhood education field. The 
uptake of ECEfS by practitioners in Australia is now readily visible in children’s 
programmes, physical settings and in overall service operation.

Uptake by practitioners is also supported by an escalating international research 
agenda where Australian researchers are key players (Davis and Elliott 2014). 
Albeit, not so long ago, ECEfS research literature was described as a gaping “hole” 
(Davis 2009). The current emerging (but dynamic) research environment invites 
multiple paradigms, methodologies and theoretical frames and seeks to investigate 
“paradoxes, holes, barriers, silences and gaps” (Davis and Elliott 2014, p.  13). 
While current research draws mainly on qualitative paradigms, some studies do 
offer quantitative approaches (McNichol, Davis and O'Brien 2011). Indeed, quite a 
diverse array of theoretical frames and methodologies were identified amongst the 
research studies represented in the first published compilation of ECEfS research, 
“Research in Early Childhood Education for Sustainability: International 
Perspectives and Provocations” (Davis and Elliott 2014). Our experiences in com-
piling and analysing the research chapters reflected a “multiplicity platform” 
(Brooker and Edwards 2010), an inviting stage for researchers seeking to investigate 
ECEfS from diverse perspectives. The international research group that instigated 
this research compilation, “Transnational Dialogues in Early Childhood Education 
for Sustainability”, currently offers online and face-to-face networking opportuni-
ties for further progressing research collaborations, innovation, critique and 
exchanges. While the theoretical frames and methodologies are potentially diverse, 
underpinning conceptions of sustainability tend to fall into two schools of thought: 
“in, about and for the environment” or the “social, economic and environmental 
dimensions” (Hedeflak et al. 2014). There is much yet to investigate from various 
perspectives including collective rights, ecocentrism, posthumanism and indigenous 
worldviews.

In sum, the uptake of ECEfS both by educators and researchers has been tardy, 
an untenable situation given now pressing global concerns. However, at last there is 
a deepening sense of having “moved forward from the margins” to the mainstream 
of both the early childhood education and education for sustainability fields. This 
bodes well for the health and wellbeing of young children, current and future gen-
erations and the planet as a whole.

12  Moving Forward from the Margins: Education for Sustainability in Australian…



166

12.2  �Challenging and Exploring Paradigms

We continue this chapter with a critical analysis on the pervasive “greenness” of 
environmental/sustainability education research in the early childhood years that, 
even now, appears to be somewhat stuck in the 1960s “nature education” paradigm. 
In other words, much of the focus in initial early childhood EE publications (Wilson 
1993) remains, in some quarters, on children learning and doing things “in” and 
“about” the environment through a nature lens, but not necessarily being agents 
“for” the environment through a more inclusive eco-sociocultural lens (Elliott 
2014). Specifically, Affrica Taylor (2013) has brought this sustainability–nature 
nexus to the fore in her critical reflections about the romanticised, historical notions 
of children in nature that appear to be fuelling the resurgence of children’s nature 
programmes evidenced by the international forest preschool movement (Knight 
2013), and the US Nature-Deficit Disorder campaign (Louv 2005). Elizabeth 
Dickinson (2013) has ardently critiqued the latter, suggesting a misdiagnosis has 
occurred and that a deeper investigation of pathology is required if strong sustain-
ability messages are to be promoted through nature play programmes. As Sue Elliott 
and Tracy Young (2015) suggest, “sentiments of stewardship” (p.3) when playing 
outdoors are insufficient to promote the critical and socially mediated reflections 
required for transforming ethics of sustainability in early childhood. Children are 
doing things “in” and “about” the environment through a nature lens, as advocated 
in many practitioner guides and supported by nature play research literature is sim-
ply not enough in the prescient global sustainability crisis.

Australia has not been immune to the resurgence of nature-based programmes 
with the “Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework 
for Australia” (EYLF) (Commonwealth DEEWR 2009) and the more recent 
“National Quality Standard” (NQS) (ACECQA 2013) both promoting outdoor play 
in natural settings almost in lieu of more multidimensional ECEfS approaches 
(NSW/ECEEN and NSW/OEH 2012). However, as social constructionism, critical 
theory and systems theory underpin these curriculum frameworks rather than the 
earlier developmental paradigms, we suggest broader eco-sociocultural- and eco-
centric right-based approaches are feasible in practice (Davis 2015). Within this 
more contemporary theoretical milieu, children are seen as capable, agentic and 
visible participants in addressing all dimensions of sustainability (UNESCO 2010), 
thus, not limited by their developmental stage or age, which implies that playing in 
nature will suffice in responding to sustainability issues. Examples of such broader 
theoretical approaches are now more evident in research studies (e.g. Engdahl and 
Arlemalm-Hagser 2014). Our analysis here is highly pertinent for researchers and 
practitioners alike, as we continue to question how we might negotiate more con-
temporary ideas of the sustainability–nature nexus. Otherwise, as Eva 
Arlemalm-Hagser and Anette Sandberg (2011) found in their investigation with 
Swedish preschool staff, many might continue to hold superficial views of the links 
between human inputs and sustainability concerns.
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Drawing on our critical analysis above, our extensive backgrounds in ECEfS and 
our ongoing research engagement, we now outline some of the key theoretical per-
spectives underpinning ECEfS with a specific focus on theories informing both 
research and practice. More specifically, we draw on social constructionism, systems 
theory, critical theory and a rights focus, all of which are strongly linked to early 
childhood philosophies and policy directives in Australia (Commonwealth DEEWR 
2009). In our combined research experience over the last decade (Davis and Elliott 
2014), these perspectives offer a depth of possibilities for further progressing ECEfS. 
However, we do readily acknowledge that this is an emergent field and other theo-
retical insights will be forthcoming as the research agenda in ECEfS builds.

12.2.1  �Sharing Understandings Through Social 
Constructionism

The social constructionist epistemology invites the researcher to construct “the 
knowable” in a particular sociocultural and historical context. Notably, the dire con-
sequences of global climate change now sharply define the historical context. 
Michael Crotty (1998) identifies social constructionism as inclusive, where “the 
social world and the natural world are not to be seen... as separate distinct worlds 
existing side by side” (p. 57). This epistemology invites collaborative, socially situ-
ated and mediated research approaches where shared understandings can emerge 
(Elliott 2012). Further, action research methodologies offer valid and productive 
approaches to research within a social constructionist epistemology and have been 
well utilised in ECEfS research. The iterative process of social co-construction is 
central to understandings about sustainability, to shifting ethics about sustainability 
and to exploring what sustainability may mean for both researchers and educators 
in early childhood settings. Such an epistemology also underscores current early 
childhood education philosophy and practice more broadly.

As previously noted, early childhood education philosophy and practice has long 
been dominated by developmental paradigms until the theorisations of Lev Vygotsky 
(1978), Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) and others envisioned children as players in 
their sociocultural contexts, both impacting on  – and being impacted by  – their 
unique and varied sociocultural settings and relationships. Children’s development 
and construction of knowledges about the world are viewed as interwoven within 
their sociocultural contexts – and in Australia this is core to the EYLF (Commonwealth 
DEEWR 2009). Constructionism demands the participation of others, shared 
knowledges and knowledge co-construction with scaffolding by more knowledge-
able or skilled peers/adults. This theoretical framing creates an opportunity for 
working with others to co-construct shared understandings about sustainability and 
to hypothesise new ways forward in how we (humans) live on the Earth that 
acknowledges both human sociocultural contexts and the ever-present constraints of 
our physical global context.
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12.2.2  �Systems Theory Focussing on Relationships

Systems theory encapsulates a way of thinking that has been recognised over centu-
ries in various cultures, including indigenous ones (Suzuki 2010). As a research 
methodology, contemporary systems theorists (e.g. Capra 2002) have forged links 
between the investigation of biological systems and social systems that now inform 
social science studies, highlighting the relevance of this methodology to sustain-
ability research. As Richard Norgaard (1984) encapsulates, “[humans] modify the 
ecosystem, while the ecosystem’s responses provide cause for individual action and 
social organisation” (p. 528). The now pressing cause within the co-evolving sys-
tems is global sustainability due to excessive human system impacts on the Earth’s 
systems (Commonwealth DCCEE 2011).

Capra (2002) states that systems theory prioritises relationships and that multiple 
complex and dynamic interdependencies are recognised. Responsiveness is key 
here and equally pertinent, whether engaging with sustainability or young children 
and their families, where every element and relationship within the social and bio-
logical systems impact on every other one. Both relationships and responsiveness 
feature in the EYLF to guide educators’ engagement with children and families 
(Commonwealth DEEWR 2009). Also, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) “Ecological 
Model of Child Development” is often referred to in Australian early education 
contexts and draws on systems theory to identify the multiple socially constructed 
systems that impact on children and that, in turn, impact on children as social agents 
and participants, thus, aligning with the new sociology of childhood (James and 
Prout 1990). In early childhood education research, a number of studies have docu-
mented the potential of systems theory to explore ECEfS (Ferreira and Davis 2010). 
Also, Young (2009) suggests systems theory offers a non-linear approach to engag-
ing with the big picture of ECEfS, a representation often missing in the pragmatic 
thinking of educators.

12.2.3  �Critical Theory for Making a Difference

Critical theory builds on various discourses and theoretical insights that endeavour 
to find ways of understanding power and oppression and their impacts on humanity, 
combined with ways to bring about social change (Freire 1972). Critical theorists 
question educational knowledge and practices that serve to reproduce the status quo 
rather than to question and explore issues of power, injustice, marginalisation and 
inequality (Sung 2007). Also, they view educational facilities such as schools as 
inextricably linked to issues of power often expressed through, for example, gender, 
race and ethnicity differentials, and where learners are shaped by standardised, 
mainstream curriculum and processes.

In other words, critical theorists are suspicious of the constructions that educa-
tional settings pass on. A socially critical curriculum, on the other hand, has an 
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emancipatory aim characterised by critical thinking and active and engaged learn-
ing designed to “make a difference” here and now. This is in contrast to learning that 
is seen as preparation for work and later participation in society in adulthood. With 
respect to EE/EfS, education informed by critical theory not only sees the margin-
alisation of people as a concern, but also of non-human species, environments and 
landscapes as a basis for critique and transformation. Within early childhood educa-
tion contexts, critical theoretical perspectives can influence the curriculum by seek-
ing to deliberately include environmental issues and topics in the everyday learning 
of young children and involving them in decision-making and action-taking solu-
tions to local problems within their centres, homes and local communities.

12.2.4  �A Rights Focus Beyond the Individual

The “United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child” (UNCRC) (UNICEF 
1989) has been both foundational and aspirational since its proclamation. It is a 
legally binding instrument that incorporates a wide range of human rights for chil-
dren – civil, cultural, economic, political and social. The UNCRC (UNICEF 1989) 
recognises children as holders of survival, development, participation and protec-
tion rights. Specifically, thinking about participation as a right generates images of 
children – even the very young – as competent constructors of meanings about the 
world and their place in it (McNaughton, Hughes and Smith 2008) and aligns with 
sociology of childhood perspectives mentioned earlier. Children are perceived as 
social actors with capabilities to participate in matters that affect them, and this 
lends support to the action-oriented approaches of EfS.

Nevertheless, we argue that even this revisioning of children’s rights is not 
enough to deal with issues of sustainability and that a broader rights framework is 
called for. Julie Davis (2014) argues children’s rights in the age of (un)sustainability 
need to be extended to include collective rights, intergenerational rights and rights 
that are beyond human – i.e. bio- or ecocentric rights that assign rights to the Earth’s 
nonliving systems and processes and non-human beings. In the context of early 
childhood education, such a broadening of rights offers a new rationale for focus-
sing on early education that connects children with the natural world, promotes their 
understandings of the realities of human–environment interdependencies and sup-
ports them as active citizens who can make a difference from an early age.

12.3  �Policy Directions Informing Change in Australia

Two Australian policy directives of particular importance for sustainability are the 
EYLF (Commonwealth DEEWR 2009) and the NQS (ACECQA 2013). We exam-
ine both documents below and offer analysis in relation to their impacts and influ-
ence on the field’s uptake of ECEfS.
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12.3.1  �Belonging, Being and Becoming

The development of the EYLF (Commonwealth DEEWR 2009) was undertaken by 
a team of early childhood academics, supported by extensive consultation with 
practitioners and academics. This consultative process created a unique time and 
space within the field for discussion about the values, philosophies and theories 
informing early childhood education practice nationally (Sumsion et  al. 2009). 
While sustainability is not explicitly a core value in the EYLF, there is considerable 
potential for aligning aspects of the EYLF with the principles of the “Living 
Sustainably: National Action Plan” (Commonwealth DEWHA 2009), as outlined 
by Elliott (2014). For example, the EYLF strongly supports naturalised outdoor 
play settings, “playspaces in natural environments include plants, trees, edible gar-
dens, sand, rocks, mud, water and other elements from nature” (Commonwealth 
DEEWR 2009, p. 16). However, we still question whether this is sufficient given the 
sustainability–nature nexus previously elaborated.

The five key children’s learning outcomes integral to the framework offer broad 
descriptions, and while all outcomes have potential to provide opportunities for 
embedding sustainability (Elliott 2014), many practitioners associate sustainability 
specifically with outcome 2 (Commonwealth DEEWR 2009, pp. 3–4). The full set 
of outcomes comprise (1) children have a strong sense of identity; (2) children are 
connected with and contribute to their world; (3) children have a strong sense of 
well-being; (4) children are confident and involved learners; and (5) children are 
effective communicators.

Nevertheless, although the EYLF (Commonwealth DEEWR 2009) is generally 
well accepted across early childhood education, it has also been subject to critique. 
While Jennifer Sumsion and Sandie Wong (2011) acknowledge that the key themes of 
the title, “Belonging, Being and Becoming”, are flexible and offer opportunities for 
interrogation and even possibly radical reinterpretation, Elliott (2014), in particular, 
has questioned the dominance of sociocultural theory in current interpretations of these 
themes. As such, humans and human relationships are prioritised over relationships 
with other species and the Earth, continuing an anthropocentric view of the world. She 
argues that a biocentric/ecocentric lens is required to reinterpret “Belonging, Being and 
Becoming” in order for practitioners to fully embrace sustainability. Further, Davis and 
Arlemalm-Hagser (2014) in their critique of the EYLF and the Swedish preschool cur-
riculum found that both documents really only offer vague and ambiguous definitions 
and directions with regard to sustainability concepts, values and practices.

12.3.2  �National Quality Standard

The NQS, administered by the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality 
Authority (ACECQA 2013), was launched in 2012 as a quality rating and assess-
ment scheme applicable to all early childhood services in Australia. For the first 
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time and after considerable debate, it aligned existing state-based regulations and 
national quality areas into one comprehensive document to guide early childhood 
service quality improvement. The explicit inclusion of sustainability, stated under 
Quality Area 3 (QA3), was welcomed by early childhood sustainability advocates 
as the first significant step towards systemic change within early childhood educa-
tion and was seen as further evidence that ECEfS was “moving forward from the 
margins”, as described below (ACECQA 2013, pp. 99–103):

Quality Area 3: Physical environment
Standard 3.3: The service takes an active role in caring for its environment and contrib-

utes to a sustainable future.

Element 3.3.1: Sustainable practices are embedded in service operations.
Element 3.3.2: Children are supported to become environmentally responsible and show 

respect for the environment

A spate of practitioner publications (Sneddon and Pettit 2016; Young and Elliott 
2014) and professional learning sessions supported the implementation of QA3.3. 
In particular, one of Australia’s state-based ECEfS professional networks, the New 
South Wales Early Childhood Environmental Education Network (NSW ECEEN), 
secured government funding to develop a guide to embedding sustainability into all 
quality areas of the NQS, called “Ecosmart for early childhood: A sustainability 
filter for quality improvement plans” (NSW/ECEEN and NSW/OEH 2012). The 
guide challenges and extends practitioners’ perceptions that sustainability is only 
relevant to QA3.3.

Amidst these positive steps towards embedding EfS into early education practice 
in Australia, it is evident that there remain significant challenges within the field 
regarding the implementation of QA3.3. Anecdotally, practitioners and NQS asses-
sors  – those experienced education professionals whose task it is to determine 
whether or not a service does actually meet the regulated quality standards – are 
asking “What is sustainability?” and “What might a service meeting or exceeding 
the QA3.3 Standard look like?” A somewhat colloquial interpretation is that estab-
lishing a compost bin or vegetable garden will suffice to meet the standard. This, 
perhaps, reflects the positioning of sustainability within QA3: physical environment 
that, whether intended or not, situates sustainability as a physical environment issue, 
rather than being interpreted as a concept that requires significant and transforma-
tive social change across multiple dimensions. As ACECQA regularly reviews the 
assessments and ratings, it has identified QA3.3 to be problematic for many ser-
vices, particularly in some states and territories (ACECQA 2015). From the fairly 
limited data publicly available, we speculate that it is in the states and territories 
where there are long-standing professional early childhood sustainability networks 
dating back to as early as 1992 that QA3.3 is rated more highly. We have acknowl-
edged elsewhere that these networks are unique and influential in the Australian 
ECEfS landscape (Davis and Elliott 2014).

The challenges that QA3.3 present to the early childhood field have not gone 
unnoticed. Most recently, a government review of the NQS (Productivity 
Commission 2014) proposed that sustainability be fully removed from the NQS on 
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the grounds that it is proving too difficult for educators to implement and should not 
be a part of government-legislated quality criteria. Hence from late 2017, the sus-
tainability standard will be replaced with  an environmental responsibility element; 
and, we now question if being sustainable and educating for sustainability in early 
childhood services may revert to being optional and marginal. From our perspec-
tive, this is extremely short-sighted political thinking pedalled by the current gov-
ernment which has overly responded to right-wing free enterprise businesses such 
as for-profit, childcare centres. The pervasiveness of such neo-liberal thinking is 
evident in many spheres of education and includes a proposal to remove sustain-
ability as a cross-curriculum thread from the Australian school curriculum 
(Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority 2014). The clear intent is to 
weaken the already rather weak references to sustainability across the entire educa-
tion spectrum. It remains to be seen whether the gradual, but solid, uptake by prac-
titioners within the early childhood field, and continued advocacy by ECEfS 
networks and professional associations for inclusion of EfS, is strong enough to 
withstand such a watering down of policy. It is important that EfS advocates remain 
alert to possible future attacks on sustainability in the national curriculum.

12.4  �Current Research: Emerging Tensions and Challenges

To summarise, despite the somewhat positive overall shifts in EfS practice and pol-
icy, a recent government-funded consultative study (Elliott et al. 2016) has identi-
fied emerging tensions and challenges for the implementation of ECEfS in Australian 
early education services. Here, we highlight two specific foci: a lack of sustainabil-
ity knowledge and related professional learning issues amongst practitioners and 
the importance of governance, leadership and systemic change across the broader 
early childhood education field. As long-term advocates, we also recognise that 
these priorities have been on the Australian ECEfS agenda for many years (NSW 
EPA 2003).

12.4.1  �Demystifying Sustainability: Practitioner Knowledge 
and Professional Learning

As identified in relation to the NQS (ACECQA 2013), sustainability remains a topic 
requiring demystification for many practitioners. Recent studies have demonstrated 
that this is a challenging construct and invariably sustainability is described by early 
childhood practitioners as nature-based activities or tangible sustainable practices 
such as installing water tanks and worm farms (Hill et  al. 2014). A “tick-the-
sustainability-box” mentality pervades, most probably reinforced by the NQS rating 
process (ACECQA 2013) when what is required instead is deep transformative 
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change such that sustainability becomes the “norm” or simply “the way we do 
things”. The following quote from an early childhood practitioner phone interview 
aptly describes this issue:

We have focused very much on sustainability within the environment and not looking at 
sustainability as a whole... we automatically link sustainability with recycling and that kind 
of thing and yet... we need to look at it more holistically... and on a global scale. That’s 
where there a lot of gaps and misconceptions about what sustainability actually entails. It’s 
more than just having your compost bin… there are gaps in the knowledge that we have. 
(Elliott et al. 2016, p. 81)

These findings are not unique to early childhood education, however, and correlate 
with a lack of awareness and comprehension also cited as barriers to EfS uptake in 
the Australian school sector (AESA 2014).

Appropriate and widespread professional learning in ECEfS at all levels is essen-
tial to addressing this lack of sustainability knowledge. Although some professional 
organisations such as Gowrie Australia and KU Children’s Services have imple-
mented in-service training initiatives, currently, there is no co-ordinated national 
approach to professional learning in sustainability with little or no way of knowing 
whether what is offered simply adds to the superficiality of strategies such as nature 
play or recycling activities. Further, Elliott and Nadine McCrea (2015) have identi-
fied that ECEfS knowledge alone may be insufficient and many educators also 
require guidance to translate ECEfS knowledge into authentic pedagogical practice 
with children. The links between ECEfS knowledge and pedagogy and the proposed 
“pedagogical advantage” (Elliott and Davis 2009) of early childhood are not self-
evident to many practitioners. Professional learning must also be offered in a range 
of formats from online webinars to fact sheets, local learning hubs and face-to-face 
workshops. No one format suits all, and the constraints of working hours and travel 
distances in vast regional areas must be considered (Dyment et al. 2014). Also, it is 
well recognised that there is a range of early childhood qualifications, pedagogical 
experience, sustainability knowledge and values amongst practitioners; hence, mul-
tiple starting points for professional learning must be accommodated (Elliott and 
McCrea 2015).

Moreover, in teacher education, as yet, there is no picture of what is offered 
within the many universities that provide early childhood teacher education pro-
grammes; one presumes the image remains one of “patches of green”. While several 
recently developed early childhood teacher education courses are known to include 
sustainability units, this is not the norm, and there is no legislative requirement to do 
so (Elliott et al. 2016). By contrast, the technical and further education vocational 
sector that offers diploma and certificate-level children’s services studies has had 
training packages focussed on sustainability nationally since 2012 (TAFE NSW 
Training and Education Support Industry Skills Unit 2010). Already some services 
are noting the impacts of this training in building a critical mass for service culture 
change, but there are many practitioners who were trained pre-2012 and are yet to 
professionally engage with sustainability (Elliott and McCrea 2015).
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12.4.2  �Governance, Leadership and Systemic Change

The topics of governance, leadership and systemic organisational change are key to 
progressing and strengthening ECEfS uptake (Elliott et al. 2016). However, it was 
evident in this study that the professional early childhood management bodies can-
vassed were only just beginning to consider sustainability as relevant to organisa-
tional mission statements, strategic plans, policies or member service philosophies. 
Systemic change was seen as feasible only when these aspects of governance 
aligned with sustainability for all early childhood member services to implement as 
relevant in their settings. Study participant practitioners indicated they were seeking 
leadership from government, their professional management organisations and ser-
vice co-ordinators. However, they stressed ownership of change, rather than imposed 
change towards sustainability was critical. As the early childhood field has experi-
enced significant government-instigated policy change at many levels over the last 
decade (COAG 2008), change management itself and viewing sustainability as a 
dynamic process of continuing and deepening change were considered a challenge 
for services. Yet, incremental change over time is core to embedded and ongoing 
ECEfS values and pedagogy.

Likewise, leadership is a vexed and much debated topic in the highly gendered 
early childhood profession and is often perceived in practice as more about day-to-
day management. One way to address this issue was the creation of the role of 
“pedagogical leader” across the early childhood field at the same time as the NQS 
was legislated. A current requirement for early childhood services in Australia is to 
have at least one educational/ pedagogical leader per location. This person “leads 
the development of the curriculum and ensures the establishment of clear goals and 
expectations for teaching and learning” (ACECQA undated online). With the emer-
gence of this position, interest in extending knowledge about leadership more gen-
erally has arisen, with potential for building in EfS if educational leaders are 
appropriately knowledgeable about sustainability. Further, as Christine Woodrow 
and Gillian Busch (2008, p. 90) argue, “activist professional leaders [capable of] 
embracing conflict and difference as necessary for change and growth in relation-
ships” are required if ECEfS is to have robust and vocal leaders to progress the field 
into the future.

12.5  �Moving Forward

This chapter highlights recent significant progress in ECEfS in Australia that may 
inform other countries seeking both policy and pragmatic directions for promoting 
EfS in early childhood education contexts. In recent times, there has been a positive 
surge in uptake, with ECEfS being recognised in the UN DESD end of decade 
report (UNESCO 2014) as having made significant strides, although realistically 
the baseline was very low. We particularly highlight that meanings of sustainability 
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and interpretations in practice vary markedly across majority and minority global 
worlds – there are inequities and injustices to be addressed as integral to engaging 
in sustainability globally. Nevertheless, we argue that, in many ways, the stage is 
ready for children to “do more” than nature activities; they need to be supported in 
their early education contexts to become environmentally knowledgeable and skil-
ful. Yet, children’s environmental agency is still a major work in progress (Elliott 
et  al. 2016). More so, how children learn about sustainability is recognised as a 
significant research gap (Hedeflak et  al. 2014), and we believe that a critically 
reflective pedagogy is fundamental to embracing sustainability with children. 
ECEfS remains a nascent field that needs nurturing if it is to continue expanding and 
“moving forward from the margins”. Engagement with ECEfS, both internationally 
and in Australia, requires ongoing and multiple research studies and collaborations, 
and both politically-driven and service-driven systemic approaches, so that early 
education can fully contribute to creating the globally inclusive and sustainable 
futures essential for all generations.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 How is education for sustainability evident, if at all, in policy and practice in 
universities, schools and early childhood education services within your 
country?

	2.	 How do you reconcile the UNESCO conception of sustainability as multidimen-
sional with a focus on nature-based activities that pervade early education?

	3.	 When considering the four theoretical perspectives discussed in the chapter, how 
do/might these guide implementation of education for sustainability in your 
contexts?

	4.	 What organizations or government agencies could you partner with to advocate 
for enhancing early childhood education for sustainability provision?
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Chapter 13
Environmental Education in China: A Case 
Study of Four Elementary and Secondary 
Schools

Qin Chengqiang, Xiong Ying, Feng Yan, and Li Tian

Abstract  As a country with a fast-growing economy and a large population, China 
has shown an increasing concern over environmental issues since the 1972 United 
Nations Conference on the Human Environment. As a result, environmental educa-
tion (EE) in Chinese elementary and secondary schools has achieved remarkable 
progress. However, the current effects of environmental damage seem to outweigh 
the positive effects of decades-long school-based EE initiatives in the country. 
Based on a survey conducted with four elementary and secondary schools in 
Nanning – known as the Green City – the present chapter reveals important barriers 
to the improvement of EE in the Chinese educational system. We conclude our dis-
cussion by making several recommendations to address those obstacles identified 
by participants in our study which are common to other countries as well.

13.1  �What Are the Problems?

Since the carrying out of the Opening and Reform  Policy in 1978, the Chinese 
government has loosened its tight control over certain economic activities, includ-
ing international trade. As a result, China has maintained a high average gross 
domestic product rate and is recognized as the second-largest economy of the world 
today (Han 2015). In addition, according to the National Bureau of Statistics (2012), 
the country’s GDP per capita is ranked 100th globally. At the same time, approxi-
mately 122 million people live in poverty (National Development and Reform 
Commission 2012), and the rapid process of industrialization and urbanization has 
caused increasing depletion of natural resources, thus putting huge pressure on the 
environment. As a result, any current prospects of sustainability in China are 
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daunting. Nevertheless, since the 1990s, education has been recognized as an indis-
pensable and essential approach to raising public awareness toward attaining sus-
tainable development (Han 2015). Accordingly, environmental education (EE) in 
elementary and secondary schools has received increasing attention in the Chinese 
educational system, specifically after the release of UN’s Agenda 21 (Tang 1994).

The importance of EE in the elementary and secondary education is recognized 
by the Chinese society and educators through the variety of EE textbooks published 
and the many training opportunities offered to elementary and secondary teachers. 
However, these initiatives were not enough to stop the environmental crisis in China. 
During the last decade, ecosystems have continually degenerated, soil erosion has 
become serious, the number of endangered species has increased, and many natural 
wetlands have disappeared. What has happened? Why hasn’t school-based EE been 
able to help alleviate the environmental damage being caused in the country? In 
order to find out, a survey was conducted with four elementary and secondary 
schools in Nanning, considered to be the “Green City” of China. It is the capital city 
of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, thus being the provincial center of poli-
tics, economy, science, technology, education, culture, and health (Nanning 
Government website 2015). The city also plays an important role in the economic 
development of Southwest China and is gradually becoming a commercial and 
communication center for Southeast Asia (Nanning Government website 2015).

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the significance of the results of this EE 
survey and how they can help inform EE-led initiatives in Chinese schools and 
internationally.

13.2  �A Brief Review of History: EE Policies in China

This section provides context for the various policy reforms implemented in the 
country over the last four decades and which have influenced the presence of EE in 
Chinese schools to this day. The roots of modern EE in China began to take hold in 
the early 1970s and have gone through three periods of development, explained as 
follows:

13.2.1  �The Start-Up Period: 1972–1988

In 1972, the Chinese government sent a delegation to attend the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment held in Sweden. During the following year, 
China’s first National Environmental Protection Conference, held in Beijing, high-
lighted that universities and colleges should offer environmental protection (EP) 
programs (Li 2004). Following that conference, Tsinghua University and Peking 
University set up the first environmental engineering undergraduate and postgradu-
ate degree programs in China, respectively.
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In 1978, the Environmental Protection Leading Group of the State Council pro-
posed the integration of EP into the curriculum for elementary and secondary 
schools. In the following year, the promulgation of the Environmental Protection 
Law of the People’s Republic of China highlighted the importance of disseminating 
the EP more broadly. The People’s Education Press began to incorporate EP into 
natural science, geography, and chemistry textbooks for elementary and secondary 
school grades. Promoted by the Chinese Society for Environmental Sciences 
(CSES), EP pilot projects were carried out in selected schools. Two years later, the 
CSES expanded their projects to more provinces and cities and started offering EP 
training workshops for teachers. In the same year, EP was acknowledged as one of 
China’s basic national policies, which contributed to making EE an integral part of 
its development until 1988.

13.2.2  �The Steadily Developing Period: 1989–1995

In 1989, the symposium jointly held by the State Environmental Protection 
Administration (SEPA) and CSES promoted the systematization, standardization, 
and regularization of EE in basic education (Li 2003). Participants at this confer-
ence recognized the importance of nongovernmental financial support for school-
based EE, more training opportunities for teachers, and the production of 
higher-quality textbooks. In 1992, the State Education Commission (SEC) explic-
itly required schools to incorporate EE into their curriculum through the policy 
document “Education is the Foundation for EP,” which was put forward at the 1st 
National Environmental Education Working Conference.

In 1994, 2 years after the first United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development in Rio de Janeiro, the Chinese government issued “China’s Agenda 
21: White Paper on China’s Population, Environment and Development in the 21st 
Century.” It claimed that sustainable development (SD) was a top priority in China’s 
development and reform agenda (Han 2015). This policy document was also viewed 
as a fundamental in guiding China’s social and economic development (State 
Council 1994).

13.2.3  �The Flourishing Period: 1996 – Present

In 1996, China initiated the National Environmental Publicity and Education 
Program (1996–2010), which served to connect EE with the quality education 
agenda (Han 2015) and laid the foundations for a nationwide EE program. The 
state-supported Green School initiative was launched in the same period to encour-
age schools at all levels throughout China to get involved in EE. In order to promote 
the development of Green Schools, the Ministry of Education (MOE) awarded a 
national commendation to Green Schools in 2000 and presented this recognition to 
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National Green Schools every 2 years. In 1997, the MOE established the nationwide 
Environmental Educators’ Initiative (EEI) in collaboration with the World Wildlife 
Fund (WWF) and British Petroleum.

The year 2003 was exciting for EE in China due to the issuance of the first guid-
ing policy on EE by the MOE, “Guidelines for Implementing Environmental 
Education in Elementary and Secondary Schools,” which drew from the experience 
of EEI. The Guidelines marked the increasing importance of education for environ-
ment and sustainability in Chinese elementary and secondary education system and 
have greatly promoted the integration of EE into specific school programs. As a 
result, the MOE was thus awarded the Gifts to the Earth by WWF in 2003. In the 
same year, the Chinese government put forward the Scientific Outlook on 
Development (SOD), recognized as an important theoretical guidance for develop-
ing EE in the nation. It states:

To conduct sustainable development, China shall foster a harmony between man and nature, 
tackle problems inherent in economic construction, population growth, resource utilization 
and environmental protection, and push society onto a path toward civilized development 
featuring growing production, an affluent lifestyle and a sound ecosystem. (China Daily 
2007)

In 2011, the National Environmental Publicity and Education Program (2011–2015) 
encouraged the establishment of social practice bases in collaboration of schools 
with botanic gardens, science parks, museums, laboratories of academic institu-
tions, nongovernmental EP organizations, and the like. Two years later, 80 national-
level bases were approved by the MOE.  These have greatly changed the EE 
landscape, developed students’ environmental literacy, fostered their awareness of 
and concern about ecological civilization and SD, and created new patterns to pro-
vide students with opportunities to acquire the knowledge, values, attitudes, com-
mitments, and skills needed to protect and improve the environment.

Over the past four decades, the Chinese government’s efforts to make EE an 
integral part of elementary and secondary education through its national curriculum 
framework is clear through the development of new strategies for the design and 
implementation of EE instructional materials for both elementary and secondary 
education system. Although a nationwide, multilevel, and multiform EE system has 
been established, it has been influenced by international initiatives that are insensi-
tive to the local contexts where it has been implemented. We therefore conducted a 
survey with students and teachers to examine the problems of implementing EE in 
the educational system at two elementary (grades 4–6) and two secondary (grades 
7–9) schools in Nanning, also called The Green City because of its abundance of 
plants. The student questionnaire included three categories for examination (envi-
ronmental knowledge, environmental awareness, and environmental education), 
while the teachers’ questionnaire contained two categories (environmental aware-
ness and teaching methodologies).
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13.3  �Background of the Study

Three research questions guided our study: Can current EE teaching methodologies 
within the elementary and secondary schools improve children’s environmental 
awareness? Has the current EE system within the elementary and secondary schools 
been evaluated by the government effectively? Are EE programs within the elemen-
tary and secondary schools fully supported by the government?

In total, 1200 student questionnaires were distributed: 300 questionnaires to each 
school. 216 questionnaires were fully completed and returned, representing a 
response rate of 18%. Of those that returned the survey, 121 participants were ele-
mentary students (56.0%), while 95 were secondary students (44.0%). Males com-
prised 44.9% of our sample.

We distributed 120 teacher questionnaires in these four schools. Forty questionnaires 
were fully completed and returned, representing a response rate of 33.3%. Nineteen 
elementary teachers completed and returned their survey (47.5%), while 21 secondary 
returned the survey (52.5%). Male teacher participants comprised 15% of our sample. 
The average teaching tenure within the school was 12.8 years. Thirty-three participants 
(82.5%) indicated they held a bachelor degree, whereas only four participants (10%) 
possessed a teaching diploma. Three teachers (7.5%) held a master’s degree. Based on 
teachers work experiences and tenure, they are ranked in three different levels (junior 
professional title, intermediate professional title, and senior professional title) by China’s 
Ministry of Education. Twenty-seven participants (67.5%) reported they had an inter-
mediate professional title. Ten participants (25%) held a junior professional title, and 
three participants (7.5%) obtained a senior professional title in the survey.

Seven teachers taught grade four (17.5%), the same being true for grade six. Five 
participants were found to teach each of the following grades: five, seven, and nine 
(12.5% each). The other 11 respondents were from grade eight, which represented 
the highest respondent percentage (27.5%). Regarding the teaching subjects, 
Chinese comprised 32.5%, followed by mathematics (22.5%), English (17.5%), art 
(7.5%), history (7.5%), physics (5%), and geography, chemistry, and politics (2.5% 
each). Twenty-eight participants (70%) reported they had not taken any preservice 
EE training before beginning to teach. Meanwhile, 25 (62.5%) participants indi-
cated they had not received any in-service EE training (Table 13.1).

The two paper-based survey questionnaires were designed by the Sino-Canadian 
Comparative Environmental Research Unit of Guangxi University. The student 
questionnaire included three variables: environmental knowledge (α = 0.63), envi-
ronmental awareness (α  =  0.68), and environmental education (α  =  0.64). The 
teacher questionnaire contained two variables: environmental awareness (α = 0.71) 
and teaching methodologies (α = 0.85).

Included in the teacher survey, three open-ended questions were provided in order 
to explore concerns for EE development in the future within the educational system. 
For example, What are and will be the biggest problems for teaching EE in China? In 
order to improve EE instruction in elementary and secondary schools, what teaching 
methodologies should teachers focus on? We also asked participants to provide rec-
ommendations for promoting EE in the elementary and secondary schools.
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In 1976, the Belgrade Charter declared significant educational efforts were 
required to improve life and protect the environment. At Tbilisi, the UNESCO 
endeavored to expand on the efforts made in Belgrade with the development of new 
EE categories (The Tbilisi Declaration 1978):

•	 Awareness: to help social groups and individuals acquire an awareness and sen-
sitivity to the total environment and its allied problems

•	 Knowledge: to help social groups and individuals gain a variety of experience in, 
and acquire a basic understanding of, the environment and its associated 
problems

•	 Attitudes: to help social groups and individuals acquire a set of values and feel-
ings of concern for the environment and the motivation for actively participating 
in environmental improvement and protection

•	 Skills: to help social groups and individuals acquire the skills for identifying and 
solving environmental problems

•	 Participation: to provide social groups and individuals with an opportunity to be 
actively involved at all levels in working toward resolution of environmental 
problems

These categories were used to organize the responses received from students and 
teachers.

13.3.1  �Awareness

A majority of the student respondents (60.7%) reported they were moderately satis-
fied with their current school environment, while few students were ambivalent with 
the environment. They also reported to moderately pay attention to media informa-
tion related to environmental protection. For example, 60% of participants stated 
that they attempt to save water in their daily lives while 40% indicated they did not 
pay attention to this issue. The majority (76.7%) claimed that environmental protec-
tion is very important and must be protected by everyone right now. However, these 
the same individuals claimed that they would throw away used paper, bottles, or 

Table 13.1  Number of participants from each school

School code

Students 
questionnaires 
distributed

Number of 
respondents

Response 
rate

Teachers 
questionnaires 
distributed

Number of 
respondents

Response 
rate

Elementary 1 300 61 20.3% 30 8 26.7%

Elementary 2 300 60 20.0% 30 11 36.7%

Secondary 3 300 55 18.3% 30 10 33.3%

Secondary 4 300 40 13.3% 30 11 36.7%

Total 1200 216 18.0% 120 40 33.3%
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empty lunch boxes in a public place if they could not find a trash can and while 
nobody was watching.

In the case of teachers, a majority of them (62.3%) reported that their environ-
mental awareness was at moderate level. They strongly agreed that EE taught in 
schools is the essential, comprehensive, and effective path to solve environmental 
issues in China. They also strongly agreed that China’s new curriculum reform 
should improve students’ environmental awareness, by integrating EE into the cur-
ricula of elementary and secondary school programs.

13.3.2  �Knowledge

Most of participants (83.6%) knew the exact date of the World Environment Day 
and understood that using biodegradable plastic bags could reduce white pollution. 
Many of participants (52.2%) recognized that people’s attitude toward environmen-
tal protection is closely related to the level of environmental pollution. Therefore, 
they pointed out the bicycle was the friendliest transport for our environment. As for 
teachers, they showed limited knowledge about EE; most of whom (96.4%) indi-
cated that EE is mainly related to natural environment protection.

13.3.3  �Attitudes

Results of the student survey reveal that the participants had fewer concerns and low 
motivation to find out what the main global environmental problems are. While cli-
mate change was a main environmental issue that concerned most of the participants, 
they weren’t noticeably concerned about air pollution, water pollution, and/or noise 
pollution. They demonstrated low motivation to understand issues around waste dis-
posal problems (classification of waste, waste recycling, and reuse), land desertifica-
tion, droughts and floods, and biodiversity damage to name a few examples.

82.8% of teacher participants disagreed that introducing EE to elementary and 
secondary schools would negatively affect current Chinese curriculum of education 
and influence students’ high school entrance examination. However, the same par-
ticipants purported that EE is of little relevance to the courses they were teaching at 
the time of the study.

13.3.4  �Skills

The results also displayed that the participants lack basic skills to identify and solve 
environmental problems. Most of participants (96.7%) reported that they normally 
received environmental information via traditional media including newspaper, 
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broadcast, and television. The participants also indicated they generally gained rele-
vant skills through EE activities in their schools, such as environmental knowledge 
competitions. Many of the respondents (62.6%) reported that classroom teaching, the 
Internet, or influence from others was not a main path to gain environmental skills.

The vast majority of teachers (94.3%) strongly agreed with the statement: “every 
elementary and secondary school teacher should understand the principles, contents 
and methods of environmental education.” However, most of them claimed they 
knew little about the content of the “Guidelines for the Implementation of 
Environmental Education in Elementary and Secondary Schools.” They also pointed 
out that it was necessary to include EE in the teachers’ continuing education courses 
in the future.

13.3.5  �Participation

Seventy-seven percent of participants stated that the most effective way to imple-
ment EE is through specific activities (e.g., tree planting). Many participants 
(91.7%) asserted that the best way to promote EE would be offering specific EE 
courses. Likewise, teaching environmental knowledge through different courses, 
watching green videos, having environmental education seminars, or visiting gar-
bage treatment station would be beneficial. However, most only took EE courses, 
rarely participating in other activities. They also maintained that offering EE courses 
would not add weight to their studies in school. Currently, most teachers causally 
teach environmental knowledge to students resulting in less demonstrated interest in 
EE activities in schools for the respondents.

Many participants (86.5%) also reported that they often presented environmental 
knowledge in their teachings. However, the participants admit that they rarely pro-
vided extra teaching activities related to EE nor did they self-study EE materials or 
discuss EE issues with other subject teachers. They also never took students to com-
plete specific environmental activities including visiting other environmental 
organizations.

Similar to the results of student survey, most of teacher participants (96.3%) 
considered the best way to promote EE in schools would be to offer EE courses and 
visiting environmental organizations. It was apparent that school administration 
placed a high premium on EE. At the end of the teacher survey, three open-ended 
questions were presented to the participants. The most frequent answers to the ques-
tions are summarized as follows:

What are and will be the biggest problems for teaching EE in China?

	1.	 Students do not have enough environmental awareness.
	2.	 EE courses and practices are unrelated, because many things are empty talks.
	3.	 There is an urgent need to connect EE and teaching materials.
	4.	 Currently there are huge difficulties in organizing EE activities after school.
	5.	 Teachers have not been trained systematically in the implementation of EE.
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In order to improve EE instruction in elementary and secondary schools, what teaching 
methodologies should teachers focus on?

	1.	 Visiting and studying from environmental organizations.
	2.	 Providing professional development opportunities.
	3.	 Providing environmental education seminars.
	4.	 Participating in EE activities with students after school.

Provide recommendations for promoting EE in the elementary and secondary schools.

	1.	 Offering a regular EE course in elementary and secondary school.
	2.	 Teaching and integrating environmental knowledge through different subjects.
	3.	 Teachers and students need to participate in green activities regularly after school.
	4.	 Strengthening the relationship between environmental courses and practices.
	5.	 Ensuring government funding and resources support exist.

13.4  �Tactics to the Improvement of EE in Chinese Schools 
(and in Other Similar Countries)?

The results of this study indicate EE in Chinese elementary and secondary schools 
has achieved progress, yet there are some barriers to the further improvement of 
EE. In order for Chinese elementary and secondary schools to implement EE more 
effectively, several changes must be made; otherwise, EE will remain an unimport-
ant concept occasionally included in the school curricula.

13.4.1  �Training of Teachers

Teacher plays a leading role in introducing/instructing EE in elementary and sec-
ondary schools. The EE knowledge and understanding of a teacher are critical to the 
realization of EE goals for our students. Our study shows that most teachers found 
themselves inadequately prepared to teach EE in their classrooms; therefore there is 
an urgent need to promote training of teachers to better prepare them to teach EE in 
their classrooms.

Teachers who have received preservice or in-service training spend significantly 
more class time devoted to EE than those who have not received any training (Lane 
et al. 1995). There is no doubt that even the best curricula and textbooks are no 
substitute for teachers who fully understand the goals and objectives of EE. Hence, 
both preservice and in-service training programs should be carried out for teachers 
and educational administrations based on some of the strategies listed below:

–– Although the government has issued a series of documents about the benefits of 
implementing EE in elementary and secondary schools, teachers rarely read 
them. Thus, the training of teachers should help to facilitate teachers’ accessibil-
ity to these official documents.

13  Environmental Education in China: A Case Study of Four Elementary…



188

–– Teachers need to be provided with more opportunities to update their knowledge 
on environmental-related issues. This could be offered through participation in 
professional development workshops (Norman and Yeshodhara 2008).

–– EE in China is still perceived more as science education than as an interdisciplin-
ary field. Indeed, training for teachers in China has focused on content knowl-
edge alone, which “does not ensure that teachers will have the ability to integrate 
environmental topics into a wide variety of disciplines” (Carter 2013, p.115). 
Hence, there should be more emphasis on environmental topics for teachers of 
social studies to help them improve their understanding of implementing EE in 
an integrated fashion.

The training of teachers is of great importance to promote EE in Chinese elemen-
tary and secondary schools. Hence, more time and effort are needed to better pre-
pare/qualify teachers in this area.

13.4.2  �Approaches to EE

The government has been promoting the integration of EE into the curriculum of 
various subjects and encouraging the implementation of the content and topics of 
EE through various activities. However, according to our study, most teachers 
mainly implemented EE through discussion by examining pictures and watching 
videos on environmental issues. It appears that such an approach has failed to effec-
tively improve students’ environmental knowledge and attitudes. Therefore, it is 
important to develop teachers’ ability to adopt inquiry-based approaches that 
involve “investigation of differing viewpoints and value positions, discussions and 
debates” (Hanchet 2010, p. 107) in classrooms as well as provide opportunities for 
observation, experiments, and field trips in order to foster a “shift from a primarily 
passive approach towards a more interactive teaching strategies” (Hanchet 2010, 
p. 105). In addition, to increase the knowledge and attitudes of students, the approach 
to teaching must place greater emphasis on three levels of activities (Hines et al. 
1986):

–– The content of EE activities must provide students with the ecological knowl-
edge that will allow them to make ecological sound decisions with respect to 
environmental issues.

–– A conceptual awareness should be raised with regard to how individual and col-
lective behaviors influence the relationship between quality of life and quality of 
environment.

–– Development of action plans by students to provide them with the opportunity to 
implement those plans, if so they choose.
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13.4.3  �Strengthening Government Support

Our study indicates that a better teaching environment for EE in elementary and 
secondary schools requires further support from the government. In the review of 
the development of EE in Chinese elementary and secondary schools, it is apparent 
that the MOE has been playing a leading role in promoting EE in the basic educa-
tion system. To further improve the development and generalization of EE in the 
context of elementary and secondary schools, the MOE should promote the continu-
ous inclusion and emphasis of EE in the national curriculum. However, EE initia-
tives ought not to rely solely on the MOE-led initiatives. Indeed, governments at all 
levels can also play their prominent roles in making EE more successful (Yusof 
1999). Possible actions from the various levels of governments include:

–– Formulating laws and regulations on EE in elementary and secondary schools 
that explicitly indicate the goals, objectives, principles, teaching content, training 
for educators, teaching equipment and facilities, responsibilities of the adminis-
trations, funding, etc.

–– Providing increasing financial support, which could be used to facilitate knowl-
edge mobility between scientists and school teachers

–– Working in collaboration with environmental organizations and teachers’ asso-
ciations to create guidelines for teacher training programs in EE

–– Promoting EE publicity for the general public, which would help to create a 
sound EE-facilitating environment

13.4.4  �Evaluation of School Performance

Our study indicates that the standardization of school-based EE calls for developing 
a more comprehensive evaluation system on the implementation of EE in schools. 
This evaluation system could include the following components: analysis of the 
level of organization and management of EE programs, frequency and quality of 
in-class and extracurricular classes offered, and publication of material resources 
based on the results obtained from the previous categories.

13.4.5  �Evaluation of Student Performance

Our study shows that despite years of efforts to foster a shift away from the long-
existing testing-oriented education system, exams are still the major evaluation 
form for assessing the performance of students in Chinese elementary and second-
ary schools. It is obvious that tests alone focusing on students’ memorization of 
environmental knowledge could never serve as a good way to evaluate students’ 
environmental performance including attitude and perception. A more effective 
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evaluation system for EE needs to be developed. We would propose some of the 
evaluation methods to couple with traditional tests as listed below:

–– Environmental projects could be employed to evaluate comprehensiveness and 
depth of the research and discussion, credibility of the arguments presented, and 
students’ demonstrated proficiency in finding and using appropriate 
information.

–– Writing assessments could be used to evaluate organization, accuracy, clarity, 
logic, and degree of understanding reflected.

The government and schools should work together to develop a more effective eval-
uation system to evaluate students’ environmental performance around attitude, 
knowledge, and skill.

It is hoped that future reports will contain outstanding examples that reflect 
China’s ongoing and continuous commitment of EE in the educational system as 
well as efforts and initiatives made by China to the world environment improvement 
and its own national sustainable development. More importantly, we believe that 
other countries can benefit from the discussion taken up here.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 Describe how the environmental education policies in China have developed 
since the 1970s and how they compare to policy development in your country

	2.	 Discuss with your classmates how environmental education in Chinese elemen-
tary and secondary schools is similar to and differs from that in your country

	3.	 Considering environmental education programmes in your country, provide two 
suggestions on improving environmental education programmes in Chinese ele-
mentary and secondary schools. Discuss with your classmates the challenges of 
implementing your suggestions

	4.	 The five objectives of environmental education as outlined in the Tbilisi 
Declaration were provided in this chapter. Examine each objective and discuss 
how it has been implemented in your country. Based on your responses, sum-
marize where you think the Tbilisi Declaration should go 40 plus years later
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Chapter 14   
An Improbable International Collaboration: 
Finding Common Ground             

Astrid Steele and Wafaa Mohammed Moawad Abd–El–Aal

Abstract  Consider this a story about scholarly collaboration with a twist. The 
scholars live and work on opposite sides of the globe – one in Canada, the other in 
Egypt – and they have only ever communicated via digital media. Nonetheless, they 
have discovered a shared passion that fuels their work: to prepare teacher candidates 
to bring curiosity, wonder, dedication and a sense of caring for people and for natu-
ral environments into their classrooms. Presented in three parts, the authors share 
the circumstances and development of their initial collaborative environmental edu-
cation project, and they reflect on the benefits and obstacles of their continued part-
nership. Finally, they discuss how they each interpret environmental education in 
their two different educational spheres.

14.1  �Finding Common Ground

This a story about scholarly collaboration with a twist – the scholars live and work 
on opposite sides of the planet and have only ever communicated via digital media. 
Nonetheless, they have discovered a shared passion that fuels their work: to promote 
environmental and sustainability education and action amongst their teacher candi-
dates and thereby to prepare them to bring curiosity, wonder, dedication and a sense 
of caring for people and for natural environments, into their classrooms.

The necessity and ability to find common ground for successful international 
collaboration have required considerable effort. As Lucie Sauvé (2009) points out, 
“We are embodied, localized, contextually grounded beings” (p. 325). We under-
stand the world as we live it – different localities and contexts can create barriers 
that isolate us from each other. Thus, while a common interest in environmental 
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education (EE) connected us, it was only through deliberate communications that 
the connection could become strong enough to support collaboration between two 
people who live and work in different worlds. We shared specific descriptions of the 
courses that we teach, the nature of our working circumstances and the nature of our 
teacher candidates. We reflected on the merits of various research methodologies 
and theoretical frameworks.

For most of our chapter, we have maintained our individual voices by telling the 
same story from two vantage points. It has been our ongoing challenge to find com-
mon ground (collegially, academically and personally) as we explored our perspec-
tives on environmental and sustainability education. Thus, we invite the readers to 
find their own points of intersection with our story. Perhaps the recounting of our 
experiences will inform and inspire environmental educators, regardless of where 
they find themselves on the planet.

In Part One: Finding Common Ground, we recount our initial contact and con-
versations based on email threads. We go on to describe the development of a 
research and writing partnership that focused on the work of teacher candidates in 
an EE project at Beni-Suef University in Egypt. The project resulted in a coauthored 
paper (Abd–El–Aal and Steele 2013a) and two international conference presenta-
tions (Abd–El–Aal and Steele 2014, 2013b). In Part Two: Reflecting on our 
Collaboration, we consider our motivation to work together, describing both the 
obstacles and the benefits of our partnership. Finally, in Part Three: EE Lenses, we 
examine our differing perceptions of what EE means to us, given our very different 
life and work circumstances in two countries that vary considerably in their politics 
and culture.

14.1.1  �Part 1: Finding Common Ground

Astrid	 Upon completing and defending my dissertation in November of 2010, I 
was excited to have my very first article published in the International 
Journal of Environmental and Science Education (Steele 2011). It was 
based on the environmental/science education action research project I 
had completed with secondary science teachers in Northern Ontario high 
schools. I was a freshly minted academic, with decades of public educa-
tion behind me in wide variety of subject areas and grades, invariably 
embedding outdoor and EE wherever I found myself. In the fall of 2011, I 
had just begun to work at a small Ontario university as a science education 
methodology professor and found myself on a steep learning curve in the 
world of academia.

Wafaa	 The 5 years I stayed in the UK to get both my Master of Research and 
Ph.D. gave me the opportunity to investigate how teacher educators in a 
developed country apply teaching theories into practice in a way that I had 
never seen in Egypt. After I came back to my home in January 2008, I 
decided to implement what I had learnt while away to my own faculty of 
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education at the Beni-Suef University. In trying to find a theory that maps 
and explains EE, I did some research through international journals and 
found that my work could be theoretically framed by critical place-based 
pedagogy (Gruenewald 2008). Then, I contacted Astrid (via email) after I 
read about her project and the role she played for 5 months as a facilitator 
in order to assist secondary science teachers who had limited EE exposure 
to embed it into their science curricula. I found a similarity between 
Astrid’s action research and what I was doing at my faculty, as I too sup-
port my students to practise EE rather than just reading about it. We both 
(a) focus on EE professional development, and the challenges that teachers 
face in practice, and (b) adopt very similar methodologies (action research, 
with data collection through interviews, meetings, artefacts, etc.). These 
similarities encouraged me to email Astrid without any hesitation.

Astrid	 It was without much context but with considerable curiosity that I 
responded to an email from a professor in Egypt commenting on my arti-
cle and requesting that I collaborate on her research. Egypt! What an 
amazing world I had entered – where I might be drawn into a conversation 
about EE by someone on the other side of the planet. I wanted to know 
more about Wafaa the person, about her university and her EE course, 
more about the country of Egypt. (I remembered vaguely that there had 
been some recent political upheaval.) So, I began an email thread that built 
a foundation for collaboration:

Dear Prof. Abd–El–Aal,
Thank you so much for contacting me. It is very affirming for me that the work that I did 

here in Canada is being considered by scholars in other countries. I would be most inter-
ested in starting a dialogue with you. I would like to hear more about the course(s) that you 
are teaching, a description of your students and the type of action research you might be 
interested in, and perhaps some of the other work/research that you are doing. (5/19/11)

Wafaa	 I asked Astrid to co-write a research paper on the EE course I had devel-
oped for teacher candidates. After sending her the data (comprised of vid-
eos, photos and text), transcribed and translated from Arabic into English, 
we started to organize our paper and take individual and cooperative tasks. 
There was no consideration for any ethnic issues between us. One of the 
funny things in this challenging collaboration was that I first did not know 
Astrid’s gender and I did not mind, which conflicts with other Arab wom-
en’s views. This is because I was looking for a person to share my perspec-
tive and help me explain my view on EE, regardless of gender.

Astrid	 The response that I received set me on a journey of re-understanding and 
re-imagining what EE might encompass, beyond my privileged perception 
rooted in the Western world. I had no conception of what EE might look in 
a majority world country, indeed had not ever given it much thought. 
(Even the term majority world was new for me – a descriptor without the 
colonial implications inherent in the term developing world. Majority 
world highlights that the majority of humankind lives in the countries of 
Asia, Africa and Latin America and points out the incongruity that the 
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group of eight countries – whose decisions affect majority of the world’s 
peoples  – represent a tiny fraction of humankind [as defined by 
Appropedia]). Wafaa wrote with passion about her desire to introduce her 
teacher candidates to nontraditional EE studies:

Dear Prof. Steele,

... environmental education courses in Egypt are grounded on general environmental 
knowledge that mostly talks about topics such as different kinds of pollutions. As I men-
tioned before, student teachers are neither encouraged to investigate their own local envi-
ronmental problems nor reflect on such problems. They are taught some environmental 
topics in closed classrooms without any opportunity for students to do fieldwork. Also, 
Egyptian research on environmental education reflects Egyptian researchers’ traditional 
view of learning – rote learning, i.e. learning for memorizing massive knowledge about 
environment, which some Egyptian researchers call environmental literacy! Thus, design-
ing an environmental education course based on fieldwork, students’ taking part in solving 
what their local areas suffer from would be a NEW trend in Egypt. It is worth/interesting to 
study the impact that the January Revolution had in Egypt and how it has affected my stu-
dents and their desire to put their environmental learning into action, i.e. environmental citi-
zenship. I would call this study, Towards Environmental Citizenship in Teacher Education 
Programmes in Egypt. (5/31/11)

Astrid	 Initially, when I agreed to collaborate with Wafaa in writing a paper about 
place-based EE in an Egyptian faculty of education, I anticipated that it 
would be an opportunity to compare what I thought of as advanced EE 
methods found in Canada (such as activity-based student-focused inquiry) 
with the fledgling efforts in Egypt, but that would not be the case. Wafaa 
had already implemented those pedagogies and had collected significant 
data, in the form of transcripts of interviews/fieldwork (in Arabic), photos 
and videos, based on EE projects that her teacher candidates had under-
taken. The projects themselves were compelling, including meeting with 
shopkeepers to discourage the use of precious water to wash their side-
walks, meeting with a town council to encourage and support the clean-up 
of a local water way and modelling and encouraging a litter clean-up in a 
neighbourhood. As I read the stories of the Egyptian students working in 
their communities to clean up, rebuild and educate community members 
in how to care for their environments, the concept of place-based educa-
tion took on new meaning. Not only were the students learning about their 
communities but they were working to decolonize those communities, to 
create a new vision of how their communities might function.

Wafaa	 Trying to accomplish the aims of the EE course I was teaching, I thought 
about the relationship between what a student studies and the place/com-
munities in which they live.

Dear Astrid

Please find attached an interesting file (Fig. 14.1) indicating the impact of my environ-
mental education course as well as the Egyptian revolution on the students’ environmental 
citizenship. Although it’s in Arabic, you would see how students who called themselves 
Hope Group, and called their problem the Disaster, determined their own environmental 
problem in their village and conducted interviews with people there not only to reflect on 
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their unacceptable environmental behaviour, but also to solve this problem. The students 
tried to convince those people to co-operate with each other to maintain the water in their 
village clean. They also encouraged the people to make a complaint to their local council. 
Actually, I’m so proud of my students, the CDs they submitted to me contain lots of data 
which reflects a beginning of awareness of their roles and rights. Regards, Wafaa. (6/4/11)

Astrid	 Wafaa’s request was that I assist her in analysing the data and writing 
about it. This required that she translated the transcripts from Arabic to 
English so that I could read them – an enormous undertaking. Within a 
week, English transcripts began to appear in my inbox, and I was capti-
vated by the narratives of impassioned young Egyptian teacher candidates 
striving to improve the well-being of their communities. The recent Arab 
Spring figured notably in their discourse: the desire of ordinary Egyptian 
people to create a better life for themselves was evident in the many refer-
ences to environmental citizenship. (By then I had done my own research 
to understand contemporary Egypt, beyond my romanticized images of 
pharaohs, pyramids and camels.) I found myself wondering if the teacher 
candidates at my institution could be equally motivated to make such sig-
nificant contributions to their own communities. Certainly, some of them 
had already done so, but for the most part, teacher candidates might speak 
about the importance of healthy communities although many are compla-
cent in their actions. One needs look no further than the waste bins at the 
university, many filled to overflowing with plastic and non-recycled items. 
I began to question if what I thought of as a Canadian version of EE, with 
outdoor field schools, recycling projects and EE-enhanced curriculum, 

Fig. 14.1  Hope Group’s focus area for water and garbage clean-up in their village
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was all that effective. Perhaps I had a few things to learn from my Egyptian 
colleague. Preparing our manuscript for publication was accomplished 
over several months of emails, during which I continued to struggle with 
how I could contribute to Wafaa’s research project. I wondered if it was 
even appropriate for me, with my Western views, to analyse a project car-
ried out in an eastern majority world country.

Dear Wafaa,

I have read a number of Dr. Greenwood’s articles (he formerly went by the name of 
Gruenewald) in which he theorizes the connection between place-based education, which is 
essentially an integrated environmental study of a specific place – and critical pedagogy 
that seeks to identify and rectify social justice issues. Greenwood identifies two concepts: 
decolonization and re-inhabitation; I especially find the concept of re-inhabitation compel-
ling, particularly given the example in the transcript in which the students, the farmer and 
the woman try to come to terms with how best to solve the water pollution problem. I also 
wonder if the themes of decolonization and re-inhabitation might speak clearly to the 
changes that you described in your email, of the attitudes of students and others... a sense 
of liberation and that there is an ability to move forward into a better life. (6/20/11)

Wafaa’s reply came the following day:

Dear Astrid,

Thanks for sending this article (Gruenewald 2008: Critical Pedagogy of Place), it really 
touches our research. The rest of data also confirms your view as well. … I agree with you 
that the themes of “decolonization” and “re-inhabitation” describe what my students did in 
their communities. (6/21/11)

Critical place-based pedagogy provided a framework for analysing the videos, 
the photos and the translated conversations between fervent EE students and villag-
ers, shopkeepers, students, farmers and apartment dwellers. As our collaboration 
continued, the seeds of friendship were sown, and I became increasingly interested 
in finding an opportunity to visit Wafaa in person. When a call for papers came from 
the World Environmental Education Congress WEEC 2013, to be held in Marrakesh, 
Morocco, I thought perhaps this would be the opportunity to finally meet Wafaa and 
present our paper together at the conference!

Fig. 14.2  Sample slides of the presentation at WEEC 2013, in English and Arabic
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Wafaa	 We both worked to prepare the research paper for publication in the 
Journal of Education for Sustainable Development (JESD) (Abd–El–Aal 
and Steele 2013a) as well as for the presentation at the WEEC 2013  in 
Morocco, which had to be written in Arabic and English, a requirement 
from the conference organizers (Fig.  14.2). This took many emails in 
which we both tried to explain our views on the paper analysis. I got so 
excited to meet Astrid at that conference and present our paper there. 
However, due to a financial constraint, I was neither able to attend the 
conference nor meet Astrid face to face! Later, Astrid let me know what 
the conference attendants’ comments on our paper were and their ques-
tions. Although I felt disappointed, until now, I have never thought that I 
wouldn’t meet Astrid one day!

Astrid	 Alone, I travelled to northern Africa to make the presentation for both of 
us, wondering at the professional funding inequity that would enable one 
scholar to travel halfway around the world while the other did not have the 
professional funds to travel on the same continent. Indeed, our next paper 
was to be presented by Wafaa at a conference in Spain, yet again her 
attempts to attend were stymied by bureaucracy. As a scholar, Wafaa faces 
barriers of economy and bureaucracy that I do not. Yet, she carried on with 
her research and soon suggested a second project, this time addressing 
students’ understanding of science content.

Wafaa	 After I investigated my students’ science content knowledge, I again asked 
Astrid to co-write a paper to present at EDULEARN14  in Spain. Once 
again, we worked together via emails in order to prepare the paper for this 
conference. She was not able to attend the conference, but I did my best to 
do so. I had to submit many certificates to the Spanish embassy, which 
took much time and travel to Cairo. Unfortunately, I neither presented the 
paper at that conference nor met Astrid.

Dear Astrid,
For the visa, I am so disappointed and frustrated. You cannot imagine the number of 

documents required! For example, my marriage certificate, local ID, HR letter, accommo-
dating reservation, ticket/s, bank statement, 4 pages– application form etc. All those have to 
be original and a translated copy of them. …You cannot imagine what I am feeling now! I 
was so happy when the abstract was accepted, but now I am... Anyway, as we believe here 
everything is fated. (5/15/14)

Astrid	 Despite setbacks, our collaborative projects continued, branching into 
other intersections of science and EE including the use of social media and socio-
environmental issue-based pedagogies. We took this experience of writing about 
our international collaboration as an opportunity for reflection, as a gateway to mov-
ing forward with deeper understanding of our work. In the next section, we give 
thought to our shared work and experiences.
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14.1.2  �Part 2: Reflecting on Our Collaboration

Wafaa	 No doubt that my collaboration with Astrid, which helped me find a theory 
(place-based education) that supports and explains my work in EE, encour-
aged me to ask for more cooperation. The applause that our first paper 
received at WEEC 2013, as well as the JESD reviewers’ comments, moti-
vated me to ask her more about how a specific course such as the science 
education course is taught at her faculty. Then, I thought about the ways in 
which I, and my students, could benefit from a redevelopment of the 
course I teach. Astrid was helpful with advice and comments on other 
research projects I had conducted; she provided website addresses and 
journal articles that are not available through my institution. However, in 
spite of the benefits, there were some obstacles, for example, sometimes 
she was busy conducting research projects or was in the field with her 
students so communication was delayed. Also, she is off work on Saturdays 
and Sundays, but I work on these days so communicating could be trou-
blesome. Sometimes I found connectivity with the web at my faculty and 
at home unavailable or too slow to send emails or attach files, especially 
videos and photos.

Astrid	 Throughout our extensive correspondence of over 5 years, we have never 
actually met nor have we Skyped (initially, Wafaa’s Internet connections 
were not reliable) and so have used email exclusively. Despite what might 
appear to some to be a limited form of communication, we have come to 
know each other, sharing our personal lives and professional endeavours. 
Language is not a barrier as much as an encumbrance, particularly for 
Wafaa who is faced with communicating in a second language and not 
infrequently must translate Arabic data for me. So we have tried to make 
our words count. We encountered cultural stumbling blocks, for example, 
the differences between the two university cultures in terms of funding and 
grant resources, collegial support and scholarly expectations and the dif-
ference in ease of travel to attend conferences. The improbability of our 
international collaboration lies within the generally recognized require-
ments for collaboration, which are a shared purpose, collegial relations, 
norms of improvement and structures (Wallace et al. 2007). We share a 
common purpose (i.e. to provide environmental and sustainability educa-
tion for our teacher candidates), we have developed a collegial relation-
ship, and we both seek to improve our practice. However, the structures 
that would allow us to share time, space and resources have proven to be 
inhibiting and have required persistence and patience to find workable 
solutions.

Wafaa	 This points to the importance of communication between teacher educa-
tors in all parts of the world. Our cooperation reflects a kind of integrating 
view about the environment and our roles as teacher educators towards it. 
Emails played the main role in our contact. Sometimes it took me many 

A. Steele and W.M.M. Abd–El–Aal



203

hours a day to send Astrid the videos the students took during their field-
work. This highlights the importance of adequate communication tech-
nologies between researchers in different countries.

Astrid	 I know that our collaboration has enriched me in numerous ways and not 
only professionally. Over the years, Wafaa and I have shared bits of our 
personal lives as well: health concerns of our families, concern for a 
changing climate and imagining what it might be like to visit each other. 
Simple conversations nevertheless have had profound impacts as collabo-
ration is relational and requires strengthening not only of professional 
bonds but of personal understandings as well. Based on a growing under-
standing of the cultural, geographical and political spaces that we indi-
vidually inhabit, we have had to invent a unique shared global space for 
ourselves. Noel Gough (2013) describes this as “a process of constructing 
transcultural ‘spaces’ in which scholars from different localities collabo-
rate in reframing and in decentering their own knowledge traditions and 
negotiate trust in each other’s contributions to their collective work” 
(p. 41). Our communications, and the resulting collaboration, bear signifi-
cant semblance to what Michael Peters and Daniel Araya (2009) describe 
as a peer-to-peer (P2P) learning network or ecology. Of course ours is a 
very small network with only two nodes of intersection; still, our “volun-
tary collaboration between two equipotent partners” (p.  246) resonates 
with many of the criteria set for the P2P learning ecology: (a) informal and 
responsive, (b) consistently evolving over time in directions that we 
choose, (c) embracing a growing level of trust, (d) decentralized and par-
ticipatory and (e) tolerating experimentation and failure. Recognizing that 
our collaboration has created opportunities for learning and professional 
development for both of us, we continue to work within, and hopefully 
nurture, our P2P network.

14.1.3  �Part 3: EE Lenses

In this final section, we share our thinking about EE, again from our two perspec-
tives. Wafaa discusses the difficulties of providing what she views as meaningful EE 
experiences in an Egyptian context while Astrid compares the efficacy of a Western 
rendering of EE research with the work that Wafaa is doing in Egypt.

Wafaa	 When I looked at the EE books my colleagues wrote and utilized with 
students, I found that they focused on giving the students general informa-
tion about the environment and associated problems such as pollution but 
without any activities that would help them interact directly with their 
local environments. I dislike studying or teaching only abstract theories 
without practicum and activities. Unfortunately, I was faced with obsta-
cles, including the lack of resources and a misunderstanding by my col-

14  An Improbable International Collaboration: Finding Common Ground



204

leagues of the “new teaching methodology” I brought from the UK. My 
colleagues felt that “I had bought some materials and tools in order to play 
with the students instead of teaching the science content that the students 
have to learn”. Although this upsets me, I tried to move forward to achieve 
my own views about teaching and the relationship between the teacher and 
students. I consider my colleagues’ misunderstanding/unawareness 
regarding my students’ fieldwork and practicum as one of the main barri-
ers to benefiting from Western perspectives. They have never done what I 
do. Their comments “What are you doing? You’re now here in Egypt, not 
in the UK.” are wearying for me. Although there is a consensus in the 
scholarly literature on the importance of EE in developing students’ atti-
tudes towards environment in Egypt (see, e.g., Al–Tanawey and Al–
Sherbeiney 1998), they have not taken the opportunity to participate in 
solving any environmental problems in their communities. As environ-
mental degradation is one of the serious threats facing Egypt, there has 
been an increase in EE at all levels of schooling. For example, in the pri-
mary school, Arabic language curricula address environmental issues (e.g. 
keeping streets clean from garbage, maintaining environmental resources, 
etc.). At the university level, at Beni-Suef University, students in the pre-
school department have a mandatory EE course. Since the 1970s teacher 
educators have conducted many studies on EE, resulting in the develop-
ment of EE courses (e.g. Abd–El–Salam 1991). The EE courses and 
research in Egypt have focused mainly on quantity rather than quality, 
typically providing content knowledge and employing quantitative ques-
tionnaire methods. But, these methods do not reveal or impact what people 
actually do in the places they inhabit. If we want to change attitudes and 
behaviours, we must adopt a different pedagogy that helps learners think 
critically about actual environmental issues surrounding them, allowing 
them to interact with their places as effective citizens who can make wise 
decisions regarding the present and with an eye to the future. This “critical 
pedagogy of place challenges all educators to reflect on the relationship 
between the kind of education they pursue and the kind of places we 
inhabit and leave behind for future generations” (Gruenewald 2008, 
p. 308). In Egypt, unless there is a united view/strategy of implementing 
EE in schools and universities, what I do and aim to achieve would be 
merely an individual effort. International cooperation in the field of envi-
ronment is important, as a way for EE researchers and teachers to exchange 
their views on sustainable development through different educational 
lenses.

Astrid	 As I pondered our work with teacher candidates, I wondered if EE really 
could fulfil its promise to transcend cultures and exist as a global enter-
prise (UNESCO 2014). In the International Handbook of Research on 
Environmental Education (2013), Robert Stevenson, Arjen Wals, Justin 
Dillon and Michael Brody emphasize five characteristics that identify EE: 
(1) a normative or value-laden endeavour; (2) interdisciplinary, embracing 
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environmental, sociocultural and economic elements; (3) not only the 
development of knowledge, skills and attitudes but also agency to advo-
cate and act for change; (4) enacted in both formal and informal spaces; 
and (5) local and global in scope. Each of the five characteristics resonated 
with the EE research and teaching that I have been doing in Canada, but I 
wondered if they would be adequate to the work that Wafaa has been doing 
in Egypt. In other words, I was asking if the perspectives purported by four 
highly respected EE scholars from the Western world would ring true in 
Egypt, a majority world country. From my understanding of her work, 
Wafaa does indeed encourage her students to enact change in local, infor-
mal spaces in their communities; she recognizes the impact of political, 
social and economic factors that play into the interactions between her 
students and community members.

14.2  �And Finally...

Wafaa	 If we want to participate effectively in our communities and protect our-
selves and the places we live, we can benefit from others’ experiences on 
an international stage. This does not mean that educational systems in 
majority world countries adopt any methodology or pedagogy. The criteria 
that would govern what majority world countries will import are depen-
dent not only on culture and economic differences but also on the nature of 
the environmental issues in every country. Developing an international 
partnership for EE that aims at encouraging environmental protection, 
rationing environmental resources, recycling mechanism, etc. can shorten 
the distance the majority world countries would take to solve their envi-
ronmental problems. I consider my collaboration with Astrid a kind of 
distance education through which two teacher educators in the field of EE, 
in two very different countries, provide an example of how we can together 
promote sustainable EE practices in teacher education programmes.

Astrid	 As an educator in Canada, I thought that I could offer insights to those 
educating for environment in the majority world, but experience demon-
strates that I have much to learn about what EE really means globally and 
how small my own offerings are in comparison to those who are most 
impacted by environmental degradation. I want to explore what it means 
to be an environmental educator when confronted with the realities of the 
majority world. I know that my reflections will continue to be shaped by 
my Western thinking pathways, but I also recognize that my collaborations 
with Wafaa have informed and broadened that thinking. Paul Hart (2005) 
provides a bridge of sorts to mitigate my tensions and the differences 
between Wafaa’s and my perceptions of what we might offer each other: 
“All we are doing, as reflexive researchers, is to write in ways that reveal 
the limits of our knowledge, our political orientation and other dimensions 
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of self, in ways that reveal the discourses that shape our work and open 
possibilities for thinking about our work as we get on with it” (p. 399). 
Indeed, we look forward to getting on with our work within the global EE 
commons.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 How might the political climate in Egypt during the Arab Spring (2011) have 
influenced the direction of the research and the actions of the 
teachers-in-training?

	2.	 As you listen to the voices of both Wafaa and Astrid, do significant differences 
and/or commonalities in culture emerge? If so, comment on how those might 
have influenced the collaboration.

	3.	 How do you see this collaboration of international researchers benefiting each 
author and their students?

	4.	 Comment on the authors’ strong desire to meet face-to-face. Why does this seem 
so important? What might be accomplished by such a visit?
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Chapter 15   
Environmental Education Research 
and the Political Dimension of Education 
for Citizenship: The Brazilian Context             

Luiz Marcelo de Carvalho and Heluane Aparecida Lemos de Souza

Abstract  In this chapter, we aim to explore the relationship between education and 
the process of citizenship construction in Environment Education (EE) research 
reports and essays (master and doctoral studies) carried out in Brazil, between 1981 
and 2012. Considering the texts analyzed as a discursive processes, which take part 
in an infinite chain of meaning production, our study enables us, in one hand, to 
recognize how susceptible we are to generalizations and to decontextualized univer-
salizations in which the ideal of citizenship is founded on principles of liberal or 
neoliberal inspiration. On the other hand, resistance to the construction of false 
universalities, which are supported by the ideologies of hegemonic groups, was 
clearly present in a set of these analyzed texts. As part of an international research-
ers and educators’ community, it is important to recognize that we are involved in a 
context that is full of conflicting ideological interests. This reality, in turn, influ-
ences the formulation and the implementation of public policies in education/envi-
ronmental education as well as knowledge production and dissemination.

15.1  �Environmental Education and Citizenship Education

The relationship between education and the processes of citizenship construction 
has been exhaustively explored and emphasized in the literature (Peixoto 2010). 
According to Arbués (2014), “since the final decade of the twentieth century 
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western democracies have witnessed the ongoing development and consolidation of 
education for citizenship” (p. 227).

Nowadays, perhaps more so than at any other historical time, educational poli-
cies have prioritized the social aspects of education (Arbués 2014). Among these 
social aspects, the trend of developing and consolidating citizenship education in 
different countries has been made clear since the end of the last decade of the twen-
tieth century. According to Arbués (2014), the fall of the Berlin wall and the hard-
hitting criticism of extreme liberalism, which began at the end of 1980s in the 
United States and Canada, had repercussions in European countries. Educational 
orientations in France in 1999, in England in 2002, in Germany in 2004, and in Italy 
and in Spain – around the same period – can be seen as example of these policies 
mentioned by Arbués (2014) that have been incorporated by the European Council. 
According to this author, in these countries, educational policies have both empha-
sized the personal dimension of human beings, the achievement of individual liber-
ties, and, at the same time, the social aspect of communities.

According to Bannell et al. (2011), beginning in the 1990s, the concept of citi-
zenship became central to both political and educational theories, particularly con-
cerning human rights. Such interest, although visible in different social spheres, has 
been implemented in different curriculum documents in various countries, such as 
those already mentioned in Europe, but also in North America (United States and 
Canada) and South America – see, for example, the Curricular Proposals in Brazil 
since the end of the 1990s (Bannel et al. 2011).

However, as Bannel et al. (2011) indicate, “the concept of citizenship presup-
posed in those documents is not explicit” (p. 7) – and the official documents that 
deal with the objectives and purposes of education in Brazil were not exception. 
This, in turn, raises doubts concerning the possible relationship between the educa-
tional process and citizenship education:

Why have educational reforms in recent decades placed education for citizenship as a main 
objective of basic teaching in so many countries, including Brazil? Which concept(s) of 
citizenship are these reforms based on? Is the new discourse of citizenship an ideology in 
favour of the dominant classes’ interests or is it part of a mobilization in favor of human 
emancipation? (...) why has the category of citizenship become the main focus of the philo-
sophical liberal policy over the last two decades? (Bannell, Prata and Fenerich 2011, p. 7)

According to Valle (2010, p. 214), the emphasis to relate education and citizenship 
that could be taken as a “new demand,” in fact, correspond “to a real return to the 
origins” of the educational practices. According to the author, the first and also the 
most constant meaning attributed to education, since education started to be seen as 
a social practice, was to educate “future citizens” (p. 214).

Taking into account the Brazilian context, Gallo (2010) considers that the ideal 
of citizenship “has always been tenuous, riddled with controversies and contradic-
tions” (p. 133). According to the same author, after the country went through two 
decades of military right-wing dictatorship, “the last decade and a half has been 
marked by the discourse of the construction of citizenship” (p. 134). In this dis-
course, education is always remembered as playing a key role in this process. 
However, in order to make informed choices, coherent with their political 
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orientations, educators in general and researchers in particular should make it clear 
which citizenship and which education they are talking about.

The community of researchers and educators in EE has not spared themselves 
from taking part in this debate or from bringing concrete contributions to this 
meaning-making process in education and citizenship. Environmental education, 
according to Jacobi (2005), for example, should be placed in a broader context, 
namely, education for citizenship itself and understood as a practice that is “decisive 
in the consolidation of citizen–subjects” (p. 243).

Loureiro (2011) understands EE as being a constituent part of the social/environ-
mental movement, which mainly focuses on relationships between human beings 
(society), nature, and the process of constructing planetary citizenship. To this 
author, planetary citizenship or ecocitizenship is a new concept:

[It expresses] the inclusion of ecological ethics and its consequences in everyday life in a 
context that enables individual and collective awareness of local, community and global 
responsibilities, having respect for life as a central axis and defending rights to it in a world 
without geopolitical boundaries. . Doing so, the feeling of belonging to humanity and to a 
single planet is a key idea In this concept. (Loureiro 2011, p. 80)

In an international context, Scott (2011) explored research studies and general 
literature regarding school practices and contributions to “young people’s learning 
about living on the planet both sustainably and well” (p. 409). The author concludes 
that “the priority must be to engage young people with ideas about sustainability 
through imaginative teaching strategies that provide stimulating opportunities for 
learning, including practice in citizenly engagement – and that everything else has 
to be secondary to this” (p. 409; bolded emphasis added).

To provide an idea of the centrality of citizen/citizenship in the EE discourse on 
an international level, a search of articles published since 1997  in the journal 
Environmental Education Research (EER) returned 453 matches. In a Special Issue 
(SI) recently edited by this journal (volume 21, issue 3), whose theme was explicitly 
linked to the role of EE regarding the political dimension of education (“environ-
mental education in a neoliberal climate”), the editorial team stressed the relation-
ship between EE and citizenship (Hursh et  al. 2015). Therefore, certain papers 
included in this special issue address the relationship between EE and the construc-
tion of citizenship as an intrinsic and inherent function of education itself.

According to Dimick (2015), for example, “developing students’ civic capacities 
and dispositions to engage as participatory citizens in relation to environmental 
issues and concerns” (p. 390) should be an educational aim of EE. In the same direc-
tion, Stahelin et al. (2015) recognize the emphasis that we can find in the Brazilian 
EE context linking EE “to the formation of citizen–subjects capable of critically 
reading socio–environmental realities and mobilizing collectively to intervene// in 
transformative ways to overcome social injustice” (p. 437).

In 2014, the Brazilian Journal of Research in Science Education published a spe-
cial issue with the title “Environmental discourses in science education: Contributions 
to democracy, citizenship and social justice.” As clearly shown in the title of this 
special issue, this publication considered citizenship as a key concept involved in 
EE.  According to the editors, “current discourses of democracy, citizenship and 
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social justice are increasingly recognized as being amongst the many existing fac-
tors with which education interacts as a means to assist society in the development 
of scientifically and ecologically literate citizens” (Reis and Oliveira 2014, p. 11). 
Several papers published in this special issue specifically address the links between 
EE and citizenship by exploring different pedagogical strategies. For example, 
Wolmann and Braibante (2014) report on a teaching experience in which they 
encourage high school students to prepare informative leaflets related to EE. Conrado 
et al. (2014) explore teaching strategies based on problem-based learning (PBL), 
which “may contribute to the education of responsible citizens in social and environ-
mental contexts” (p. 80). Moreover, Cosenza et al.’s (2014) research aims to under-
stand how in-service teachers discursively articulate certain science education goals, 
especially those concerning the relationships between science, society, and citizen-
ship, with environmental justice and risk (p. 90). Finally, through the analysis of 
similar research reports that have linked EE and science education, Santos et  al. 
(2014) pointed out trends regarding the political dimensions emphasized by the 
authors in those texts. Although their results have shown that citizenship is one of 
the most stressed aspects related to the political dimension of EE, they have con-
cluded that there is a need to clarify the meanings of the political dimension of EE 
in general and the relationship between education and citizenship.

As the articles above indicate, the relationship between education and 
citizen/citizenship is frequently emphasized in EE research reports and EE theoreti-
cal reflections in Brazil as well as at the international level. According to Higuchi 
and Moreira Júnior (2009), what researchers envision is the possibility of rap-
prochement between the assumptions that guide the educational practice of EE with 
research practices.

There is no room for naivety. There are great risks of inconsequent spontaneism 
and pragmatism when we face the real meaning of the political dimension of EE 
education, particularly in regard to citizenship. There seems to be no alternative 
other than attempting to understand such proposition in more depth. As Valle (2010) 
suggests, the “analysis of the philosophical or historical meanings which can be 
attributed to the notion of citizenship [is] an essential task for education” (p. 219).

With this regard, it is reasonable to argue that the term “citizenship education” 
carries a variety of meanings and understandings that depend on a number, includ-
ing the ontological, epistemological, ideological, and political perspectives of 
scholars and educators. As Reis and Oliveira (2014) point out, it should be consid-
ered that educators, including us, “struggle with competing and ideologically dispa-
rate concepts of not only citizenship, but also of democracy” (p. 20). Therefore, we 
hope that our reflections may take part in that “real task which is the political, col-
lective construction of this meaning” (Valle 2010, p. 219).

The broader issue that we have chosen to explore in this chapter is the role of EE 
in the citizenship education process in research reports or theoretical essays carried 
out in Brazil. As we have shared, although this perspective has been emphasized by 
the Brazilian community of researchers enrolled either in education or in the EE 
field, it has also been historically considered and explored by international 
researchers reporting in these areas. The questions guiding our investigation include: 
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Have environmental education researchers stressed aspects related to the relation-
ship between EE and citizen/citizenship in their investigations? Has the EE research 
carried out in Brazil been designed in a way that helps to clarify possible relation-
ships between EE and the process of citizenship construction? What aspects related 
to the EE–citizenship education relationship have been highlighted by researchers?

15.2  �The Meaning-Making Process in EE and Citizenship 
Construction in Brazilian Research Reports

This chapter focuses on attempting to explore meaning-making processes surround-
ing the relationship between EE and citizenship education analyzing doctoral and 
master studies (research reports). If we consider those texts as a discursive genre 
and a discursive practice, they can be seen as constituents of the EE field and influ-
ential in the meaning-making process regarding such links between education and 
citizenship.

We believe that particular Brazilian studies may constitute significant contribu-
tions to foster, as proposed by Bakhtin (2010), a dialogical attitude, a relationship 
with the other. Only this dialogical attitude among researchers and educators all 
over the world can bring to surface different utterances, which constitutes a link in 
an endless chain of utterances regarding key concepts to the EE field at the interna-
tional level.

We have systematized possible meanings attributed to the relationship between 
EE and citizenship in theses and dissertations on environmental education carried 
out in Brazil. The documents analyzed were selected from the database organized 
by the EArte Project team, an interinstitutional research group that has developed a 
broad research project in the EE field.

In addition to gathering all EE theses and dissertations concluded in Brazil since 
1981 – from the first master’s EE study produced in the country – at national level 
and as extensively as possible, the mentioned EArte project aims to organize a data-
base in which all these research are catalogued. Other objective of this research 
project is to analyze some particularities regarding institutional, regional, and edu-
cational contexts, such as universities, postgraduation programs, and Brazilian’s 
regions in which theses research were carried out. The project’s website (www.earte.
net) gives access to the Thesis and Dissertation Database and offers a panoramic 
view of the project, including the history, objectives, and the selection and classifica-
tion criteria used to select the EE theses and dissertations included in the database.

In terms of methodological approach, our starting point is that research reports 
are not a picture of reality, but rather results of discursive interactions, links in a 
verbal communication chain, and answers to concrete utterances already produced 
and that will probably stimulate other utterances (Ferreira 2002). Considering this, 
we cannot utilize data reported in research as reliable records of reality, but as the 
results of a look at reality with plenty of intentions (Martins 2006). According to 
Payne (2009), the aim is that the analyses of EE research can contribute to our 
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understanding of research texts as part of the process of construction of discourses 
about EE.  It is a way of clarifying the meanings that we have constructed about 
these educational practices and, thus, our understanding of their identities, as a field 
of educational practices and research.

Considering the abstract of a thesis or a dissertation as an autonomous text and a 
means with its own particular characteristics or, in other words, a discursive genre 
(Bakhtin 2010; Ferreira 2002) considers justifiable and appropriate that we take 
these texts and analyze them in terms of state-of-the-art approaches in a given aca-
demic production. Taking abstracts as discursive genres means considering these 
texts as having been produced for a “determined purpose” and “under specific con-
ditions of production” (p. 267). In Bakhtin’s dialogical perspective, each abstract 
participates in the “verbal communication chain” (Ferreira 2002, p. 270).

Considering these perspectives, we have analyzed the abstracts of the 3180 the-
ses and dissertations that constitute the EArte database, trying to identify units of 
register and, from them, units of meanings regarding the relationship between EE 
and the process of citizenship construction.

15.3  �The Ideal of Citizenship in Environmental Education: 
Theses and Dissertations in Brazil

Considering the total number of abstracts of theses and dissertations that constitute 
the EArte database (3180), 1780 of them (56%) refer to the political dimensions of 
EE. In addition, approximately 28,5% of those 1780 studies (n= 510) use the con-
cept of citizenship to do so. In our analysis, we also tasked ourselves to recognize 
different nuclei of meanings regarding the relationship between EE and citizenship 
education from the analysis of the titles and abstracts of the theses and dissertations 
catalogued on the database of our choice (Table 15.1).

This panoramic framework shows that in 48.5% (n= 248) of the studies in which 
the term citizenship is found, its relationship with EE is assumed a priori. That is, 
there is no evidence that this issue has been problematized or critically studied in 
depth (Group A, Table 15.1).

In Subgroup A1 (35,5% of the total or n= 182), the term citizenship is incorpo-
rated into the text as a discursive resource to qualify the individual. In these research 
reports, the term citizen is used to refer to an individual or a group of individuals, 
such as “the students as a group of citizens.” Taking this data into account, it seems 
there is no deliberate intention to politicize the EE discourse. In this case, the con-
cept of citizenship or citizen is brought into the text to emphasize that individuals 
have the citizen status or are about to achieve that condition; citizenship is consid-
ered to be a result of educational practice, whether in a school context or not.

Those studies in Subgroup A2 (approximately 13% or n= 66) also presented the 
concepts of citizenship or citizens as resources to qualify an individual’s educa-
tional process. We found pre-indicators in those texts that referred the reader to 
political perspectives of EE, taking into account existing criticism of the dominant 

L.M. de Carvalho and H.A.L. de Souza



215

epistemological paradigm, or critics related to the poor working conditions of those 
excluded from the current consumerist society. Thus, they point to the meaning of 
collective action, of diverse segments of society, such as those proposed by environ-
mental movements. Another portion of the articles in this category propose discuss-
ing the role of developing social awareness about the process of waste reduction as 
well as other environmental impacts, such as air pollution, water contamination, and 
deforestation, associated with social justice and democratic sustainability. Finally, it 
is worth pointing out that eight of those studies refer to critical theory and to dialec-
tical materialism and consider the relationship between environmental problems 
and the social, cultural, political, and economic dimensions of society.

In the second group of studies (Group B, Table 15.1), there are abstracts with 
indicators of problematization of the relationship between EE and citizenship 
(51.5% or n= 262). In this group, there are two subgroups of studies: Subgroup B1 
(34.5% or n= 176) contains evidence that the relationship proposed was going to be 
further developed in the complete text of the research. Notably, seven studies clearly 
associate the citizenship process with other indicators of the political dimension of 
EE. For example, citizen/citizenship was directly associated with political participa-
tion, social and political commitment, social praxis, political education, democracy, 
community level of governance, shared management, and social and environmental 
justice, among others. The process of social and economic transformation or the 
transformation of economic systems and consumerism were also stressed.

The second subgroup of this set (17 % or n= 86) is characterized by abstracts 
where the relationship between EE and the concept or process of citizenship is prob-
lematized as a research question. That is, this relationship is considered to be a 
research problem.

Table 15.1  Different nuclei of meanings regarding the relationship between environmental 
education and citizenship established by analyzing environmental education Brazilian theses and 
dissertations in the EArte database

Groups Subgroups Characterization

A A1 Citizenship as a resource to qualify the individual/subject of research. 
Concept of citizenship or the process of citizen education is not 
problematized

35.5%b

48.5%a A2 Indication of political perspectives in EE studies. Concept of citizenship 
or the process of citizenship education is not problematized13%

B B1 Indication that the relationship between environmental education and 
citizenship will be studied in depth in the complete text of the research. 
The citizenship and citizenship education processes are problematized 
in the text

51.5% 34.5%

B2 Relationship between education and citizenship is a constituent part of 
the questions or objectives of the proposed investigation. EE and 
citizenship or citizenship education as a research question

17%

aNumber (percentage) of master and doctoral studies (report research) in each nuclei of meaning 
groups
bNumber (percentage) of master and doctoral studies (report research) in each nuclei of meaning 
subgroups
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15.4  �Education and Citizenship: Challenges and Perspectives 
in Light of the Environmentalist Discourse

The data analyzed enable us to address some counterpoints with the national and 
international literature that explores the relationship between education/environ-
mental education and citizenship.

The first point that we would like to raise is the fact that our research results have 
made us alert of the current risk of trivialization and emptying of the concept of citi-
zenship and of the political dimension of EE discourses. This risk is concrete when, 
in our research or pedagogical activities, the intrinsic relationship between educa-
tion/environmental education and citizenship is taken a priori, without a proper 
clarification of its meaning (Santos et al. 2014). It is possible that the silencing of 
researchers and educators concerning the meanings attributed to the relationship 
between education and citizenship means the veiled adoption of a concept of citi-
zenship of liberal inspiration. In this perspective, the central concern is for the indi-
vidual rights, desires, or life projects as citizenship is primarily seen as a legal 
statute (Bannell 2010). In addition, it suggests that EE research and pedagogical 
discourses are very close to those in which the presumed subject–citizens are not 
real people. As Stauffer and Rodrigues (2011) contend, in this case, subjects “are 
abstracted from their more entrenched interests, from their social conditions and 
from the ideological disputes present in society in order to cooperate with the con-
cepts of justice and equity” (p. 36). Thus, it seems justifiable to accept Valle’s (2010) 
proposal to consider our reality and concrete life conditions, making explicit not 
only what is meant by the word citizen in our countries today but, above all, what 
we believe any citizen should be.

Another challenging point that we face in the discourse on the role of education/
environmental education that has been constructed by researchers and educators lies 
in the necessary reaction to the influence of neoliberal policies. Many educators 
have made efforts to make the links between the neoliberal trend and education/
environmental education explicit in different contexts (see Hursh et al. 2015).

The neoliberal perspective imposes the principles of private and managerial 
initiatives on schools, which directly influences not only the aspects of administra-
tion and management of the educational system but also curriculum conceptions, 
political and pedagogical projects, teaching and learning, assessment, and teacher 
training, among others (Hursh et al. 2015). This tendency brings great difficulties 
in terms of planning and developing more open views to pedagogical practices, 
such as interdisciplinary practices. In other words, the neoliberal trend is being 
assimilated in such a way and to such an extent that we do not realize how much it 
restricts our thoughts, feelings, and our practices as educators and researchers 
(Hursh et al. 2015).

It is necessary to point out that in a significant number of Brazilian theses and 
dissertations on EE analyzed (approximately 300 documents) as well as in different 
papers and authors, some indicators clearly point to what might be called a reaction 
to this neoliberal perspective of citizenship. That is, there are signs of reaction at 
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attempts to construct false universalities supported by ideologies that mobilize 
interests of dominant hegemonic groups.

In all the literature to which we have referred, it appears that there is a certain 
emphasis to the possible relationship between the process of construction of envi-
ronmental citizenship and the principles of environmental sustainability. In the case 
of theses and dissertations carried out specifically in Brazil, regardless of the group 
to which the research was associated, the terms “sustainable development” and “sus-
tainability” are frequently used. However, the analysis of this set of research reports 
that we have carried out shows that there is also evidence that researchers are not all 
talking about the same kind of citizenship, the same kind of EE, or sustainable 
development or sustainability. This condition raises important issues for this debate. 
Hursh et al. (2015) explore the proposition by McKenzie et al. (Apud Hursh et. al. 
2015) which, when examining the neoliberal policies of mobility, suggests that sus-
tainability should be understood as a “‘vehicular idea’ in order to understand how 
the three cornerstones of sustainability are differentially contextualized” (p. 310). 
What interests us in this observation is the understanding of the variety of meanings 
attributed and constructed, in different contexts, about the idea of sustainability.

To a certain extent, this variety of meanings about the idea of sustainability could 
be a chance to understand that, even in contexts of globalization, particularities of 
environmental policies can generate distinct relationships between education and 
environmental issues. What we should consider, according to Hursh et al. (2015), 
are the various strategies of industrial capitalism in transforming the ideal of sus-
tainability into eco-business or market ecology – i.e., the environment transforms 
into commodities as other possibilities to make profit. In such cases, the concept of 
sustainability is useful for creating values, for producing profit, always in the name 
of environmentalism and education.

15.5  �Environmental Education and Citizenship: 
A Conflictive Field

More than an attempt to systematize and present conclusive statements, our inten-
tion is to finalize this chapter by emphasizing some provisional understandings 
about the historical and complex relationship between environmental education and 
citizenship.

Although our analysis is preliminary, it allows us to recognize that various 
researchers are taking part in a debate that is open to multiple ideological influences 
and complex meaning-making processes. Some indicators that we have system-
atized in this chapter clearly point to what might be called a reaction to the hege-
mony of the so-called modern and liberal concept of citizenship. Reactions against 
attempts to construct false universalities, supported by ideologies that mobilize 
interests of hegemonic groups, are clearly present in some of the theses and disserta-
tions abstracts analyzed.
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Our data also revealed how susceptible we are to generalizations and to decon-
textualized universalizations, supporting conservative or pragmatic perspectives in 
which the ideal of citizenship is founded on principles of liberal or neoliberal inspi-
ration. This is the reality we face when we engage in environmental education: a 
conflictive field involving diverse interests, some of which are hegemonic and his-
torically resistant to social changes. There is no room for naivety or poorly coordi-
nated actions (Carvalho 2010).

As researchers and educators, it is important to recognize that we are involved in 
a context that is full of conflicting ideological interests. This reality, in turn, influ-
ences the formulation and the implementation of public policies in education/envi-
ronmental education as well as knowledge production and dissemination.

Stauffer and Rodrigues’ proposal (2011) is very significant when considering the 
contradictory social and historical nature of education. According to those authors, 
education is marked by materials and concrete conditions of the society to which it 
belongs, such as economic model, cultural traditions, or political experiences. It is 
also inserted in a context of tension that determines the struggles for democratiza-
tion. The authors’ proposition is to think not about education for citizenship, but 
about education of the citizen, who is seen as a real subject, “present, marked by 
socio–historical conditions, but not determined by these, or bound to these” 
(pp. 43–44).

Considering this proposal as a possibility to be constructed, new challenges are 
posed to associate concrete subject/subjects with the process of citizenship educa-
tion. This project, which aims to construct autonomy and freedom, presupposes the 
articulation with other aspects of political practice. In Jacobi’s proposals (2003), the 
idea is to construct a citizen who is a “founder of rights in order to open up new 
spaces for social and political participation” (p.  315), articulated to a context of 
constructing a democratic culture (Lima 2011).

Finally, it seems plausible to consider, as proposed by Hursh et al. (2015), that 
the field of education is always open to problematizing and questioning. If we agree 
with this statement, then the citizenship education process, always open to new 
questions, invites us to reflect and to struggle in contexts of broad hegemony of 
neoliberal ideologies.

Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 What, in your view, are the most significant characteristics of a citizen in our 
contemporary world? Are these characteristics universal or are there different 
perspectives of the characteristics or attributes of a citizen?

	2.	 To what degree is the educational process required in the development of citizen-
ship construction? In other words, what are the possibilities and limits of educa-
tion regarding the process of citizenship construction?

	3.	 Select three papers that in some way relate environmental education to the pro-
cess of citizenship construction, published in different countries, and system-
atize the main ideas regarding citizenship conveyed by these papers
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	4.	 Compare the ideas that you can get from these papers with the ideas conveyed in 
the Brazilian journals systematized in this paper that you have read. Can you see 
any kind of approximation or differences between these papers from different 
countries?

	5.	 What environmental education practices would you consider to be more consis-
tent with your ideas and/or ideals of citizenship education?
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Chapter 16
Black Earth Green Moon Mama Allpa: 
Polyphonic Moments from Temple to Tambo

Patricia Palulis

Abstract  During the last month of an academic leave from the University of 
Ottawa, I take a detour and attend a summer institute at the Sachamama Center for 
BioCultural Regeneration (SCBR) located in the Peruvian High Amazon and under 
the direction of Frédérique Apffel-Marglin. It was organized by scholars Peter Cole 
and Pat O’Riley from the University of British Columbia. At Sachamama, I was 
drawn into ecopedagogical responsibility, working against the grain of the progress 
narrative. Returning home, I work with my students to intensify the provocations at 
the margins of Academia. Storytelling and mapping help us to open generative pos-
sibilities for eco-literacies and geo-literacies as we work with the tricksters, Coyote 
and Raven, to decolonize and indigenize teacher education.

Qintipa kirunwanshina Con el pico de un colibri With the beak of a hummingbird
kay takikunata estos cantos I offer you these
kushikichi les ofrezco Songs… (Marcos 2013, p.3)

This chapter opens with a poem brought back from the BioCultural Regeneration 
Institute at the Sachamama Center in Lamas, Peru. With the beak of a hummingbird, 
Bárbara Rodrigues Marcos draws exquisite attention to Grandmother Soil and brings 
us rich cadences of poetic wisdom. I thank Abby Corbett for the English translation.

Yana allpanchikkuna Nuestra tierra negra Our black soil
kashkan está surgiendo is emerging
rikuriykan. nuevamente. once again.
Awila Allpa La Abuela Tierra Grandmother Soil
kashkan otra vez lives
kawsan. vive. again. (Marcos 2013 p.5)

Three languages work together singing their stories allima muy bien excellent. 
Storytelling at work in the High Amazon shelters me upon my return to the Land of 
Academia. Reading Bhabha (2007), I am drawn to his contention: “Globalization…
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must always begin at home” (p. 9). Working at home within the tensioned spaces of 
local/global resonances and dissonances, I am yearning for another kind of peda-
gogy. Running away from home on a sabbatical leave, space opens into the unknown. 
During the last month of my sabbatical leave, I take a detour from my plans and 
attend a summer institute at the Sachamama Centre for BioCultural Regeneration 
(SCBR) under the direction of Frédérique Apffel-Marglin. The summer institute 
was being taught by scholars Peter Cole and Pat O’Riley from the University of 
British Columbia. We learn about biocultural regeneration of pre-Columbian black 
earth, the phases of the moon, sowing and harvest times and the sacred rituals of 
indigenous traditions. At Sachamama I was drawn into an ecopedagogical responsi-
bility, working against the progress narrative. Returning home, the work of unlearn-
ing begins in the praxis of everyday life. I thank Peter Cole for the provocative 
transformation of itinerary into itineRANT.

16.1  �Provocations and Recollections in the Nation’s Capital

Stories are not research. I have been told. A mandated not-ness resounding with 
authority. The arrogance of the voice assuming such authority to speak on behalf of 
stories. I read this not-ness as a posting of a sign, a signature, a signatory for 
detours – exquisite seekings for subversive escapes – for indwelling on fault lines. 
Donna Haraway (1997) contends that numbers are just another way to tell a story. 
And so I return to Haraway for backup: “Not only is no language, including math-
ematics, ever free of troping; not only is facticity always saturated with metaphoric-
ity; but also, any sustained account of the world is dense with storytelling” (p. 64). 
In tracing the entanglements of recollections, the reader is invited to engage with 
fragments of storytelling that work to destabilize the linearity of temporality and the 
spatiality of geography.

Entering into my textual travels dense with storytelling, I draw from Michel de 
Certeau (1998) on the signifying practice as “the itinerary of rupture, the implemen-
tation of the unpredictable, the ‘poetics’ of play, the disorganization of conventional 
arrangements…injecting an internal semantic shock, an explosion that disrupts the 
dominant social order…of signifiers” (p. 33). At SCBR, we enter into the resistance 
of the progress narrative – an itinerary of rupture.

As darkness descends, the night opens to possibilities of becoming dense with 
storytelling. We enter the small tambo – into the interior darkness – sitting on low 
wooden benches one beside the other; women on one side, men on the other side. 
The shaman enters and remains standing by the door. I watch intently as the first 
person is smudged by the shaman. The darkness is broken only by the sparks of the 
flames as the mapacho lights up and flickers out – the shaman chanting and smudg-
ing us one by one in a sacred ritual to protect us. And then it is my turn  – an 
invocation into the spirituality of the sacred tradition. Rituals become an integral 
part of our experience at Sachamama.
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16.1.1  �Ecstatic Gifting and Splashing Speech

In the small library collection at Sachamama, I find a familiar author in David 
Abram (1996). We are indwelling in the titles in the cadence of his spell of the 
sensuous:

As the splashing speech of the rivers is silenced by more and more dams, as we drive more 
and more of the land’s wild voices into the oblivion of extinction, our own languages 
become increasingly impoverished and weightless, progressively emptied of their earthly 
resonance. (p. 86)

If we cannot speak in a chorus with the “splashing speech of the rivers”, then are we 
not complicit in the emptiness and impoverishment? I read Abram while heeding 
the tricksters Peter Cole and Pat O’Riley (2012) as they teach: “Hands up and down 
to earth” – retellings and remappings – a poetics of serious play. Earth and water. In 
the attention to translating water, David Jardine’s soundwalks echo and accompany 
me here to the biocultural institute. I become attentive to his wisdom. Words are not 
stand-ins, he cautions.

Words that bespeak the sound of water are meant to make it present, to show it off, to lead 
us to it and offer us up to its ways, not to stand in front of it and block our way. They are not 
substitutes but rather heralds of the arrival of the thing. (Jardine 2008 p. 17)

So entrenched in words and books and authors, I can sense the sensuous as words 
disappear into droplets of water. I draw out a thread from Apffel-Marglin (2011) 
reading Linda Hogan on the spirit of the gift “standing in the rain ecstatic with what 
is offered” (p.  64). It rained almost every day in Sachamama. Short bursts of a 
downpour as ecstatic giftings. As watermarks blur the words. Resisting the authority 
of canonical words. The sign carriers of Eurocentric authority. In this small library, 
I am introduced to the work of Karen Barad (2007). Entanglements reintroduced 
through the work of Barad became my working space – entangled in the smudging 
and chanting of the shaman – attending to a sonata in the chorus of frogs and cica-
das, indwelling within the ecological context of Sachamama within the earthly reso-
nances of Abram.

16.1.2  �Quiet Cacophonies and Lively Tensions

Reading (with) the lively tensions of Barad (2012), words become cacophonies and 
symphonies:

Virtual particles are not in the void but of the void. They are on the razor edge of non–
being. The void is a lively tension, a desiring orientation toward being/becoming. The 
vacuum is flush with yearning, bursting with innumerable imaginings of what could be. 
The quiet cacophony of different frequencies, pitches, tempos, melodies, noises, pentatonic 
scales, cries, blasts, sirens, sighs, syncopations, quarter tones, allegros, ragas, bebops, 
hiphops, whimpers, whines, screams, are threaded through the silence, ready to erupt, but 
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simultaneously crosscut by a disruption, dissipating, dispersing the would–be sound into 
non/being, an indeterminate symphony of voices. (p. 13)

Entangled in writings, I attend to Ted Aoki (1993) who taught me how to listen 
otherwise, to dwell elsewhere:

What kind of a place is this? A place where there is room for words like humour, human, 
humus, humility to live together. In such a place to be humiliated is to be reminded that we 
are communally ecologic, that the rhythmic measures of living on Earth come forth poly-
phonically in humour and human and humus and humility. (p. 300)

It was here in the Peruvian High Amazon that his words took root. My humilia-
tion becomes a space for becoming in tension. Aoki extended an exquisite invitation 
with his provocative assignment: to write a paper/not paper. He invited us to experi-
ment with writing as arche-texture. To risk in-citing, ex-citing and re-citing. I was 
soon entering Cixous’ (1997) three schools of writing: the school of the dead, the 
school of dreams and the school of roots. I have been working my way through her 
schools of writing. I am attending, finally, the school of roots. On assignment. At 
Sachamama in the Peruvian High Amazon. Cixous’ three schools of writing begin 
with an acknowledgement of her affinities. The roots are entangled in writings in 
watermarks in elsewhere spaces: “Elsewhere, outside, birds, women, and writing 
gather” (p. 113). Cixous becomes an intertextual tying with the songs of Marcos, 
with the beak of a hummingbird. At home, my writing dense with storytelling, 
words emerge from out of the humus of my notes. With humility, I am relearning 
unlearning. Archival ephemera as soundings out of place held in mind. Recollections. 
Body bitten.

Shaman chanting icaros, smoking mapacho, smudging, elders drumming, full moon rising, 
frogs croaking, cicadas chorus, geckos falling, bat poop droppings, fireflies flickering in the 
night trees, parrots shrieking, turkey vulchers circling, raindrops, heartbeats, pulses throb-
bing, chica brewing, roosters crowing, horses grazing, dogs barking, piglets rutting, bullet 
ants: beware. Bugs everyWhere. Tarantulas. (Palulis 2013 ItineRANT fieldnotes)

16.1.3  �Polyphonic Moments and Geo-metrons

Escaping into another kind of pedagogy, I attend to the resonances of Aoki’s (1991) 
geo-metrons: “Let's listen. Geometry is geo–metron. ‘Geo’ is ‘eco’; it is earth, this 
earth on which we dwell, this earth whose humus nourishes us” (p.  374). Aoki 
traces polyphonic movements: “Earth, measure, temple, mouth, echoes, to speak to 
say  – these are the polyphonic strands of poetry” (p.  375). From a temple to a 
tambo – a polyphonic movement, a topographical drift, a cartographic shift. A visit 
to the Kichwa-Lamista village of Shukshuyaku brought us closer to this earth whose 
humus nourishes us. We were taught the biocultural skills of the indigenous people 
who use the local habitat to build shelter and to provide nourishment. The people 
offer hospitality. They welcome us. They teach us. So that we can begin to unlearn 
and relearn. Working against the grain of the progress narrative. We enter the village 
of Shukshuyaku. A tambo has been set up for us as sleeping quarters.

P. Palulis
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We enter with our headlamps, flashlights, cellphones, iphones, guitars, scrabble 
games, card games, water bottles, wet wipes, toilet paper, mosquito netting, sleep-
ing bags, deep insect repellent, after bite lotion. And bottles of medication for every 
possible ill. Slowly, some of us learn to inhabit a different rhythm and to appreciate 
the cycles of sun and moon. The children catching small frogs and dancing with 
fireflies in the darkness of the evening. The dark comes with the setting of the sun. 
There is no electricity. We are grinding corn for the chicha – for the rituals of the 
solstice – we pluck chicken feathers – we grind coffee beans – we are preparing for 
the feast. (Palulis 2013 ItineRANT fieldnotes) 

I participated on the periphery. I am an old woman taking a short turn at grinding 
corn, rice and coffee beans. I am plucking chicken feathers. Cold water showers 
inside at Sachamama become cold water showers outside at Shukshuyaku. Cixous 
(1997) cautions us: “Since we are shaped by years and years of all kinds of experi-
ences and education, we must travel through all sorts of places that are not necessar-
ily pleasant to get there: our own marshes, our own mud” (p. 119). An outhouse was 
constructed for our use. I slip slide down a slope where the clay has been softened 
by rain. Climbing down from the outhouse, I slip on the wet grass and slide down 
the slipperiness of the slope of a clay ridge landing in front of the tambo in 
Shukshuyaku. Humbled by embodied entanglement, I find the etymological humour 
in Aoki’s humus. Marshes and mud or grasses and clay. I find humour in my humili-
ation as the villagers look on. By the time the second group arrives, the villagers 
have constructed a handrail down the slope of the trail from the outhouse to the liv-
ing quarters in the tambo. My body bitten by a multitude of winged and wingless 
creatures, Professora Ida Gonzales Flores provides a remedy derived from local 
plants. I cover my bites with her soothing remedy. I carry my scars home with me. 
Bitten with body marks with watermarks. We learn to cover exposed skin. To wear 
our knee-high rubber boots. 

16.1.4  �Signs and Sign Carriers

Reading Apffel-Marglin (2011) reading Mignolo, I am confronted with my com-
plicity as a teacher of language and literacies:

As the remarkable scholarship of Walter Mignolo on the tight link between the wielding of 
alphabetic literacy as a tool of colonial domination in the conquest and administration of 
Latin America by the Spaniards abundantly demonstrates, alphabetic literacy has marginal-
ized all other forms of reading. Mignolo contends that there is no language that does not 
come also with reading. However, how such reading is done varies greatly among languages, 
from the reading of signs such as those left by animals, or the configuration of constella-
tions, to ideograms or other non–alphabetic visuals. (p. 190)

I am confronted again and again with the conditions of my (il)literacies. I return to 
Mignolo (2006) who provokes us with the materiality of reading and writing cul-
tures. As I step out of papered tenancies, I want to learn with Mignolo to read the 
signs and the sign carriers that I encounter here at Sachamama and Shukshuyaku. 
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Another kind of reading. One that works at resisting the progress narrative. Another 
kind of hospitality. Appreciative of our coming to learn and not to teach. The signs 
of soundscapes, river walks. A Jardinian Kerplunk!

I never read alone. Reading Abram and Jardine, I return to reading Wanda Hurren 
(2003) reading Jardine’s (2000) collection of ecopedagogical essays in “Under the 
Tough Old Stars”. A reader enters into river spray. Hurren describes her emergence 
from the text:

Glistening with river spray. Such a moist, scholarly text…. His writing is a performance of 
how place and self mingle in curricular theorizing. His notions of ecopedagogy are filled 
with autobiographical accounts of places in his world where he is inspired, where he learns 
to listen, where he watches himself being watched, at the river edge or in a stand of aspen. 
(p. 114)

Cixous (1993) inscribes us as “living particles, fireflies in the world” while “around 
us resounds an enormous concert of noise–and–rumor–producing machines, creat-
ing a din” (p. 6). Climbing the hill towards the town of Lamas, we enter the din of 
the concert (dis)concerting. As I read into the spaces in-between, Aoki’s geo-
metrons resound with Cixous and Barad. Always a clustering. Always a chorus. The 
entanglements keep winding around each other as writers are greeted and hosted in 
someone else’s text. Words create spaces for meeting places.

16.1.5  �Water Marks and Water Texts

Jardine (2008) makes reference to a “water text” composed by his son – soundings 
of water through soundings of words. Alone with the rains of Sachamama, I bring 
out my video camera when everyone is away for the second village visitation. I 
needed solace and silence to slow down – to heed the cacophonies of the silence of 
the void. I am alone here on the balcony listening to the geo-metrons of the falling 
rain. The silence of my listening resonating within the geo-metrons.

The rain trickles and trebles on brilliant pink papery petals of bougainvillea blos-
soms. Rain falls like poetry on the paperies of petals clinging to their branches, 
holding firm despite the torrents of rainfall. The soundings as water text shelter me 
in these verdant cacophonies of silence. Seeking returns to the void. Becomings of 
the void. Becomings of the world.

The emptiness of the signifying crack in Aoki’s paper/not paper invokes what 
Barad (2012) articulates as an “infinite plentitude of openness” (p.16). I encounter 
Aokian geo-metrons in the rainforest. As I work nearby with Jardine (2008) 
translating water as I store my words and story my world with Carl Leggo (1995). 
In the worksite that we inhabit. A worksite that nourishes us as writers. At school 
with Cixous (1993): “We must work. The earth of writing. To the point of becoming 
the earth. Humble work...” (p. 156). Here in the High Amazon rainforest, her words 
take on new resonance.
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16.2  �Raining into the Earth

I become rain. I am a waterfall. I am raining. I am raining into the earth. My body 
responding to intense heat and humidity. Becoming the earth. We have walked 
uphill to gather sacks of microorganisms for the preparation of dark earth. I find a 
tree stump to sit on holding a branch to keep the winged and wingless at a distance 
watching the labouring bodies gathering the bounty of microorganisms from the 
humus. I am humiliated by my inability to contribute to the labour. At home, I begin 
to write my story, and words emerge from out of the humus. Embodiment. 
Entanglement. Overflowing. Halted.

For David Jardine (2008), “Where water sounds, water breathes. Hearing the 
sound of water is hearing the breathing (aeration) of water …to hear the breathing 
of water is to be the one who breathes” (p. 15). I want to breathe.

16.2.1  �A Gecko on My Windowpane

I awake in the early morning light to see a gecko on my windowpane. A good sign, 
I am told. A sign carrier. It is the last day of my academic leave. And I am leaving 
Sachamama today. I ran away from home repeatedly during my academic leave. 
Returning unhomed and unhomely. Now I am seeking returns with the remains of 
the leave. I am ready to move on attending to the wonder and the resonance of the 
geo-metron. Awaiting new growth to emerge from the humus and the humiliation of 
lived experience in the Land of Academia. To seek subversive passageways for 
smuggling Aoki’s geo-metrons onto campus, into curriculum, onto the screen and 
off again, into the corridors, onto the grounds. At work in the fault lines. The screams 
that dwell within are released through the shrieks of the parrots. Threaded through 
the silence – returning with Coyote and Raven nearby – the tricksters always already 
cocooning me in ecological spaces of indigeneity. Reading Cole and O’Riley 
(2012), I am returned to reading Henry David Thoreau with them: “Education…
makes a straight–cut ditch of a free, meandering brook” (p.18).

When we drop words on the page, we leave our trail markings. I ran away from 
a straight-cut ditch, and now I am going home to seek a meandering brook. To 
become in the seeking of the meandering brook. To invite my students to follow the 
meandering brook – until I begin to understand that we are of the meandering brook. 
We meander as we chase after our affinities.

I begin my indwelling with this stranger [not] at home. I am not studying 
Sachamama. I am reading and rereading the marks and the traces that Sachamama 
has left on me. Semantic shock – recoding the aftershocks – here on papered blanks. 
Aoki’s assignment lives on: to write a paper/not paper. An interminable paper that 
cannot stop writing. I am always on assignment. Barad (2012) evokes the possibili-
ties of the blank page: “The blank page teeming with the desires of would–be traces 
of every symbol, equation, word, book, library, punctuation mark, vowel, diagram, 
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scribble, inscription, graphic, letter, inkblot, as they yearn toward expression. A 
jubilation of emptiness” (p.13).

On assignment at Sachamama, the words begin to stir. At home, I want to invite 
my students to enter a blank page teeming with a jubilation of emptiness. My inten-
tions become increasingly inspirited following Sachamama. The students often 
exceed my intentions, my expectations and my ability to imagine. As we work with 
body biographies, the students become bricoleurs as they work with the materials at 
hand.

Returning, I seek exquisite attention to a jubilation of emptiness – awaiting the 
traces as they yearn towards expression. And sometimes from a jubilation of empti-
ness – extending my hands to receive what is offered as a yearning of joyful expres-
sion. I am revisioning what it means to receive the gift of an assignment. What are 
tears for? Sometimes they perform for words when words are silenced or fearful. 
Words rain. They become a rainfall in deforested areas. Teaching in rooms with no 
windows. Enclosed in curricular templates.

De la luna – allima – full moon. It is the evening before my last class. I am walk-
ing home in the dark cold night pensive, moody, tired when I glance up at the sky 
encountering la luna in circular splendour. Startled by my recollections. The drum-
ming of the elders evokes a soundscape to greet the moon – from my position in the 
terroir of an icy Sweetland Street in Ottawa. Spring is reluctant to arrive. La luna 
returns me to the month of June in Sachamama and the drumming of the elders for 
the sacred ritual of the full moon. I return to the poetry of Barbara Rodrigues 
Marcos:

Llipyay llipyay Brilla, brilla, Shine, Shine,
mama killa! Madre Luna! Mother Moon! (Marcos 2013, p. 15)

16.2.2  �Field Notes as Homework

Barad (2012) contends: “A field is something that has a physical quantity associated 
with every point in spacetime” (p. 10). My recollections vibrate with the sound-
scapes of elders drumming and chanting. Attending to Barad, flow continues in 
space-time: “If a drummer now taps the drumhead, it vibrates, and waves of energy 
flow outward from where it is tapped” (p. 10).

We become entangled in the texts of the writers with whom we have an affinity. 
We are always studying with one another riding the waves of energy. A humming-
bird flutters from the stilled pages of a poem as I await the long-delayed arrival of 
spring in the nation’s capital. I cannot write alone on a blank page. And so I retain 
my mentoring scribes in a polyphony of sound bytes. If I can fan a tiny spark of that 
yearning towards expression, if I can be a witness to a tiny spark igniting from a 
jubilation of emptiness, then, perhaps, I can ride the wave of energy.
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16.2.3  �Mappings and Storied Yarns

Returning to Bhabha, the homework begins again. How do I bring home a global 
experience and create with my students the earthly resonance for a yearning towards 
expression? In paths of resistance to the progress narrative? Apffel-Marglin (2011) 
reading (with) Barad contends that materiality and discursive practices are always 
entangled rendering representation an impossibility. How can we acknowledge 
entanglements in pedagogical practices? Let go of our binaries and hierarchies? 
Open to the soundings of silences? Seeking detours from hegemonic structures and 
strictures opening to regeneration of indigenous pedagogies.

Reading Lucy Lippard (1997), I am attending to the lure of the local. Lippard 
contends that “Each time we enter a new place, we become one of the ingredients of 
an existing hybridity, which is really what all ‘local places’ consist of” (p.  6). I 
return to her citing of Doug Aberley (2003) on home-made maps: “Reinhabitants 
will not only learn to put maps on paper, maps will also be sung, chanted, stitched 
and woven, told in stories, and danced across fire–lit skies” (p. 5). With Lippard, I 
am lured into a sensing of place, wanting to weave myself into the experiences of 
mapping in the Peruvian High Amazon. At home, hybrid mappings learned from the 
lure of the local at Sachamama are recreated.

In my teacher education classes, my assignments begin with hometown poems 
and recycled mappings of home-grown cartographies. I am drawing from long-ago 
projects seeded and nurtured through the years. We map our worlds with images and 
words  – grounded and not grounded. Curriculum and pedagogy become geo-
metrons. The mappings interwoven with storytelling as nomadic destinations. I 
return to Hurren (2003) inspired by her curricular collage of auto’geo’carto’graphia.

Having run away from home, I am now returning unhomed. Only the eyes are 
raining now. I am dropping tears on the words of Hélène Cixous (1998) as I seek 
refuge in her escaping texts: “And repentance? No repentance” (p. 22). I would run 
away again. And again. From curriculum documents and from scholarly canons 
from the authorial dictations. Returning I will inhabit the solitudes, dwell with the 
spectres, cocooning in silence with strings of letters mapping cartographies of the 
void. I attend to Barad (2007) and the entanglement of matter and meaning.

16.2.4  �Postscripts and River Walks

Sachamama has marked me. I have shifted from the Rideau Canal to the Rideau River, 
from straight-cut to meandering brook. I live in a small tree house loft surrounded by 
vined entanglements and sheltered by towering trees from neighbouring yards. I hang 
bird feeders in the yard and take delight in chickadees arriving to feast on seeds. 
Sachamama has inhabited me. I am only beginning to dwell on what that might mean 
in a difficult class with difficult knowledge. In the light of early morning, I begin to 
water my little garden of jasmine, lavender, bougainvillea, and as I rummage to 
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untangle the vines, I see the blossoming of a passion flower. I take a detour. Tears of 
anguish dissipate into a jubilation of emptiness. To begin again always somewhere 
else. Walking down to the Rideau River one encounters river people, those who walk 
by the river’s edge and those who linger on the river wall on the park benches on the 
grass. Mappings made by footprints on moon walks by the river’s edge. River walks 
to greet a full moon. Ephemeral recollections of the elders chanting and drumming. 
River people greet one another on the path by the river. Geese, ducks and seagulls 
settle on rocky perches in the shallow waters of the river. A blue heron.

As Abram (1996) reminds us, “our task…is that of taking up the written word, 
with all its potency, and patiently, carefully, writing language back into the land” 
(p. 273). To write language back into the land, we must attend to our whereabouts. 
How can we learn to work with our students attending to Mignolo’s sign carriers, 
Aoki’s geo-metrons, Barad’s entanglements, while engaging in serious play with 
the tricksters, Pat O’Riley and Peter Cole, Coyote and Raven. I want to read the 
tricksters with Gough (2008) querying how places become pedagogical. I stumble 
over a preposition as I search for a return to the footprints that do not stop at the 
river’s edge. The river walk is temporarily suspended as the construction of a foot-
bridge over the Rideau River is under way. I venture into the marshes and the mud 
again seeking new nesting grounds. I had been looking for a meandering brook but 
now I want to indwell in the geo-metrons of a meandering brook seeking Aokian 
moment(um)s crossing again to the other side of the canal. I had settled into a back-
yard loft in the forest. The darkness and isolation of long winter months unsettle me, 
and I am on the move again seeking the visibility of street lights and neighbour-
hood. Drawn into the circulation of the city, I am becoming of the void of the world.

16.2.5  �A Tremble in the Fault Lines of the Progress Narrative

In the name of progress, the trees around the Faculty of Education are being 
destroyed to make space for the construction of a new learning centre. I experience 
an internal semantic shock. My camera quivers as I am recording the shrieking of 
the chain saws as they do their daunting work, the grinding of branches being eaten 
alive by the metal jaws of machines and the haunting whispers of tree dust being 
swept away by a tidy broom. And then there is the silence of the trees! Abram 
attends to Merleau-Ponty who reminds us: “Language is the very voice of the trees, 
the waves, and the forest” (cited in Abram 1996, p.86). As I mourn the death of our 
trees, I mourn even more deeply our (non)response to this destruction – refrains of 
remorse – what can we do, we have no choice, echoes of (non)resistance to the 
progress narrative. I am haunted by the (im)possibilities of teaching eco-literacies. 
Of mapping geo-literacies.

I want the forest before the book, 
the abundance of leaves 

before the pages. 
(Cixous 1998 p. 20)
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Questions
Discussion questions that could help instructors and students to engage in meaning-
ful conversation about the ideas presented in this chapter.

	1.	 How can we begin to disrupt the progress narrative as artful activism and envi-
ronmental responsibility?

	2.	 How can we invite our students to engage in creative homemade mapping activi-
ties that encourage place as pedagogy?

	3.	 In what ways might arts-based pedagogies contribute to ecopedagogies?
	4.	 Where can we locate ourselves in the discourse so that we might begin to work 

at decolonizing and indigenizing academia?
	5.	 How can we encourage storytelling as live(d) experience to share with the 

community?
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