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ABSTRACT

- Th1s pmJect describes a teacher educatlon program held at The LIV]]lg Desert a botamcali Zil |

o . 'and wﬂdhfe park The program was desrgned for both formal and lnformal educators :

o .kvmterested in envnonmental educatron The focus of the program was to expand and S

o ‘transform ex1st1ng env1ronmenta1 educatlon ina partlclpatory settmg Th1s prolect

" chromcles how the program changed the phllosophy and practlce of envnonmental

[ ” educatlon at The L1v1ng Deselt It also descrlbes the development of an, ecolog1ca1

, perspectwe on teachlng,"_ a personal and group vision and resultmg practlce of

o envnonmental educat1on based on the program s process and content
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e INTRODUCTION L

Thrs proJect descrrbes a four-year teacher educatlon program conducted at The

RN liLrvmg Desert a botamcal and W]ldllfe park located in Palm Desert Cahfornra The

- vjprogram brought 12 classroom teachers and 3 zoologlcal educators together to expand
thelr understandmg and practrce of envrronmental educatlon Thrs proJect concentrates on R
B how the program aﬁ‘ected my educatronal phrlosophy, strategy and pract1ce as an educator:'.

. _ at The Lrvmg Desert and how it shrfted the. focus of our. department's docent (volunteer
gurde) educatron in general " o o »

1 chose thrs program for my master s prOJect because it catalyzed a ﬁmdamental o "

o _ change m the way I view my role and purpose as an educator It helped me form a

s -phrlosophy and crrterra by whrch to evaluate educatron in general As a result of thrs

N iprogram I have come to V1ew envrronmental educatron as all educatron concerned wrth the :

k , | »ﬁmdamental mterrelatedness of a]l thmgs Tti is essentrally a hfelong, wrsdom gammg

A process which mcludes an. ongomg evaluatron of the role of humans in the larger scheme i

) ofthmgs" in order to preserve the mtegrrty of the whole envrronment both socral and
‘ natural ' | ' : : ‘ | e | - ,
, The program was facr]rtated by myse]f and Jean Fredrrckson a consultant in e

o _";multrcultural, crrtrcal and envnonmental educatron Jean was hrred to help our department SRR

;‘f‘address the followmg concerns

» ‘_?l .v: }The lack of any multlcultural emphas1s n the department's educatronal

programs and pubhc tours

2. The need to prov1de envrronmental educatlon to more students than those who e,

_ VlSlt the facr]rty or who partrcrpate in outreach programs (m-school programs) e

o 3. The need to form a closer worktng relatlonshrp wuh Valley teachers




N
4. The need to provide inofe consistent and powerful environmental education for
students at bm own facﬂ1ty |
While the goals and objectives of the program Weré centeréd on increasing
environmental-literacy, Jean's background in critical pedagogy and multintufal education
_ iﬁsured the consideratién of many perspectives, iséués, theories and processes, all of which
~ greatly expanded the meaning of the term environmental "/iteracy.” She gave me dozens
a articles to read, which later became the source aﬁicles we gave to the teachers; While
Jean was fam]]lar with hlost of these writers and theoﬁes, I was not, and this helped me |
have 'a necessary background. These ongoing discussions of articles and our thougﬁts
abou_t them became a model for our blfogram ‘Because we had so many questions and
different approaches to the readings, we began to see it as a potentially rich alternative to
teachér "trajnihg." ‘ R
Jean and I decided early on that the program focus wbuld- not be a "product,” i.e.’
éuniculm activities or a guide for teachers on the use of our facility. Itvwlould instead
begin with idéntifying and questioning our world-view with its attendant assuniptions énd
b'eligfs, and our visions for em‘ﬁronmentail education. We ’structuxed a three-year prbgram,
~with two weeks of meetings n summer and ﬁontMy meetings throughout the school year. |
As part of av:"prev‘iew"' \ofthe program, we asked potential participants if they
would be willing to do‘t»he' following: | |
1. Commit to a 1ong;térm process.
2. Be an active partiqipant in the creation of the process and COnteﬁt of the
‘program. | |
3. Be willing to question the current "givens" of ‘educbaiion‘.

4. Be willing to change.



We also made it clear that we were nof going to provide "solutions" to the teaching of
environmeﬁtal education.

These seminal decisions about program structure guaranteed that we would have
enough time, the commitment of our participants, the support of a group effort and a |
context in which to work. Within this framework we were able to ask questions that
included the following: What is education for? What is knowledge and how is it gained?
Should knowledge reflect the relationship and responsibility we have to each other and to
the planet? What kind of knowledge teaches us how to live in the larger "web of life"
without destroying it and’ ourselves? \
| Slowly we created cﬁteﬁa and goals for our program which we call an "ecological
' perspectiﬁe on teaching."” 1t is a contimually evolving approach to living and teaching
with the goal of living within, rather than outside of the larger "web of life." Though
perceived and expressed slightly differently in each of us, it is something we created
together and it nourishes and guides our teaching and living. Through both group and
individual reflection on the choices and decisions we make on an everyday basis, we have
been rethinking and reworking education based on this larger "vision."

How this process affected my role as a zoo educator is the subject of this project.
T'used its process as a model for the way in which I teach docents. The questions it has
prompted in me are the ones I now pose to educators in other zoological and botanical
institutions. As this program was designed to be used by each educator in his or her own
and unique teaching context, my "translation" of it to my situation was part of the overall
purpose of the program. In that translation I describe the kind of "meaning making"

process we now seek to facilitate in our students.



Significance of Project

Until we see the crisis of sustainability as one with roots that extend from
public policies and technology down into our assumptions about science,
nature, culture, and human nature, we are not likely to extend our
prospects much (Orr, 1992, p. 1). '

In September of 1994, delegates from countries throughout the world met in |
Cairo, Egypt to consider the issues of population and sustainable development. Vice
President Albert Gore, the representative from the United States, set the scene in the

following quote delivered in his opening remarks;

“In the aftermath of the Cold War, the community of nations has been freed
from many of the divisions of the past, and nations are moving ever closer
together--economically, ecologically, and politically. In this transition
period, the United States and all nations have an opportunity and
responsibility to address long neglected, future-oriented concerns that will
determine what kind of world we leave to our children and grandchildren
(U.S. Department of State Dispatch, 1994, p.569(5)).

As a result of the conferénce, 160 nations agreed on a World Population Plan of
Action with would limit world population to below 9.5 billion by the year 2050. While
newspapér headlines concentrated on the dispute between the Vatican and conference
leaders over language concerning .abortion and family planning, Worldwatch Institute's
Hilary F French, noted that, "the real news was the remarkable consensus forged between
the industrial and developing worlds, and among representatives of population, women's
and human rights groups during the two years of preparation for the meeting" (Brown et
al., 1995, p. 176).

Hilary French also noted that this conference recognized the "complex interactions
among population growth, deteriorating social conditions, gender inequity, environmental

degradation and a range of other issues" (1995, p. 176). Among the successes listed was



the opportunity the conference afforded as a "forum where countries can share
experiences and plot joint strategies on issues of common concerns” (p. 177).
The Ca‘iro‘Conference oﬂ‘ered both a model and challenge to educators. It was a
~window to the future, a ghmp se of the kind of work in which our' stlrdents will h‘e
engaged: namely, the global effort to find sustainable ways of thinking and ]iving. It
, prompts the question of whether we are providing an educational environment that
encourages the skills necessary for global problem solving and th]nklng like that of the .
Cairo Conference. |
For years, educatronal futurists have suggested that we begin to alterour
educational cours‘e towards one of helping our students "expect, nnders'tand and cope with
change, diversity and national and international interdependence" (Benjamin, 1989, p. 10)
Yet we find ourselves locked into ‘an‘educational system that, like the media coverage of
E the Cairo Conference, focuses on our differences and Whrch usually finds change
threatening. Rather than focusing on the interrelatedness of issues ‘and subjects, it
separates our tthkmg into discrete parts In an article on thinking, educator Sam Crowe]l
: noted that "We have separate subjects separate skills, separate obJectlves separate
“evaluations, segmented continuums, linear methods, behavroral technrques and isolated
classrooms" (1989, p. 61). |
These artificial categories deny a growing awareness that our world is a complex
whole, but we continue to teach this way becanse this is the way we have been taught to
see the world. Man'y teachers feel the need to change, responding enthusiastica]ly to the
» theories and innovations proposed by educationai theorists; those who have fime to think.
- Yet the fundamental work that must precede any consistent change is left undone.

Meanwhile teachers are "trained" in whatever methods and practices are politically favored



) .at the time, whrle our schools and the larger soc1ety they mlrror contmue to sphnter

o socmlly morally and educatlonally

One of the most 1mportant and contentlous decrsrons that we made about our

- , program early on was that 1t would not be based on prov1dmg solutzons to teachmg We

- .‘ offered 10 cumculum, no one theory, no set agenda Th1s made it harder to ﬁmd harder L

o _‘; § to explam and harder to ]llStlfy to those who would Judge 1t Instead we oﬂered educators o 8

ji the opportumty, the t1me the commumty and the context in whrch to questron educauon

By domg so, ‘we made several assumptrons We assumed that 1f teachers were

R grven the opportumty and background theorres necessary, they would be capable of

o understandmg other and generatmg thezr own educatronal theorres and ph]losophy, from .

| "whlch they could plot thelr own course of actlon--whether it be educatlonal content or o

L process Also that cons1stent reﬂectlon is. actlon and wﬂl lead to a change in teachmg As. : o

- we struggled to understand the unspoken assumptlons that gulde our teachmg and socrety, :

- we were practlcmg a communal thmkmg process that was far more creatlve (and deﬁcult) e

il :than our "tradrtronal" role as teachers

g L1ke the delegates at the Ca;uro Conference we came together w1th the

o '_‘ understandlng that there was no easy solutron" to our problem--that of rethmkmg our _' o

| educatronal roles But by acceptmg th1s asa premlse for the program, we moved toward a o |

E new understandmg of educatron It became a creatrve process made ncher by the
:z:i’ complex1ty of the problem and the dJﬁerent ways of percelvmg 1t by each of us: As e

o Crowell noted "The greatest cha]lenge facmg educatron 1s not technology, not resources

o '}not accountabrhty--1t 1s the need to drscover w1th our students a new way of thmkmg Thrs .

N quest does not requlre merely dlﬁ‘erent mformatlon but rather a whole new way of v1ew1ng o

} ‘- the world" (1989 p. 60) In order to ﬁnd somethmg new ‘we needed to understand the o



basis of our current view. It was work each one of us had to do, but it was also work

made richer by the group processes we practiced as a part of this program.



Statenient of Needs

Through truth telling and dialogue and sincere attempts to see the world
through the other person's eyes, together we can come to an understanding
of what it is that needs doing, and to a joint commitment that it gets done.
All my life T have heard the admonition, "Don't just talk, get out there and
do something!" The problem is that in times like these we are all too likely
to do what turns out to be the wrong thing. Ifit is to represent the best
advice for such uncertain times, the maxim should probably be turned
around: Don't just do something: get out there and talk (Harmon, 1988, p.

3).

Talk is cheap. When the Cairo Cdnference created a forum, the press rushed to
show us the problems of talk; namely that it is emotional and sometimes angry. They also
pointed to the lack of measurable results in the terms of policy. Yet, those who knew the
complexity of the issues and the great diversity of world views represented, understood
the need for talk. The Conference recognized other fundamental needs as well, and they
are ones we tried to honor in our program.

As noted by Hilafy F. French, the conference delegates recognized the issue of
population to be a complex phenomena which could not be addressed as an environmental
issue alone, but which involved cultural, religious, social and political perceptions and
their resulting policies (Brown et al., 1995,p. 157). These interrelated issues were not
ignored. The delegates knew that their discussion would cover broad ground, would elicit
strong emotions and would uncover many of the 'divisions of the past' alluded to by
Albert Gore in his introductory remarks.

The decision to let the issue of population remain complex and whole was central
to its meaningful treatment. Inasmuch as any environmental problem is also a problem of
perception, the separation of nature, culture/ society aﬁd human nature is only a partial
approach. While it may yield temporary results, it often makes the situation worse in the

long run.



Our program :ecogxﬁze‘d that the coinpiexity 6f environmental isSues, of human
pércéption and behavior, and of the lgamjng process,_itse]f, lie within the sphere bf
: educaﬁon. It encompasses our soéial, cultﬁral and political worlds, it aﬁbété our innéf,
human nature and all Qf 6ur feelings about the world. Standard education, With its
- divisions and its compulsidn to produce measurable results, is often wﬂ]mg to trade
memory for knowledge; thus no real wisdom is gained about nature or thé human nature
that perceives it. 'By bversimp]ifying both environmental education and the leafnjng
process, we deny our children the opportunity‘to learn with all of their ways of knowi‘hg.v o
We present a ﬁagmented picture of the world, and do not teach the kinds of integrated |
thinking skills fhat help us challenge our existing way of being. We‘ inhibit both the
creativity aﬁd insight needed for the kind of decisions our students will havé to make as
 adults. | | - ”
In order to explofe the complexity of population, the Cairb’ Conference designers »
encouraged the diverse y‘iews‘ of the delegate countries tb be expressed aind explofed.
Differeﬁce waS-the basis for consensus b'uﬂdi'ng, not merely a hurdle to overcome. This
a]lowed the inherent streﬁgth of diverse perspectives to help create, rather than vciebﬂita.lte'
the process.t Science ha§ long told ﬁs that diversity is the stabi]ity behind a changing
~world. Yet, diversi:cy oﬁén cripples our teaching efforts. We strive for uniformity in oﬁr
students that mirrors what we call a "body of knowledge" that is sanctioned. Even when
~we allow different voices and views tQ' be.expréssed, we still privilege the voices that |
sﬁppbrt the dominant culture's traditional view of the world. We also condone bﬁly :
certain expreésions of knowledge. ” |
During our years of explOﬁng the role of ‘edu.cation, diﬂ’erenées (both those within
our group and those we explored ‘a‘s part of our readjngs) pushed us to exp10re new |

theories and to more creative thinking about our role as educators. Based on the goal to -



find a way of teaching and being that works in a continually changing WOrld, we focused
~ onprocesses that helped us use difference aé a t]ﬁnking tool. Thus, both the Cairo
Conference and our progfam recognized that divefsity was tb be encbﬁraged and that the
process of exploring diversity was necessary work.

Among the succésses named by Worldwatch Institute was the creation of a

program that W111 allow ten developing countries who have had success in curbing
population growth to share theﬁ programs with other countries (Brown et al., 1995, p.
-176). These deVeloping countries have very different religious, political and cultural
Viéws; yet they have much to gain by telling their stories. Therefore, the conference
leaders encouraged those stories, giving them time and importance. In this way we also
~ encouraged oi;r participants to tell their stories and to try to make meaning of them in the
context of our emerging vision of environmental education.

Cairo Conference leaders a‘nd‘delegates realized that this kind of sharing, or
"communal thjnking,'; takes time. The same is true of teaching, for there is no quick
solution to effective environmental educatiqn, especially when we are trying to educate for
a way of being we do not currently know ourselves--a more connected and thoughtful wéy
ofliving. At times we found ourselves resisting change or avoiding the work involved.
However, the group support and the long-term commitment each of us made helped us to
keep coming back. |

This long-term process, which used established theory and that of our own
creation, became the "result" of our program--an on-going approach to teaching. It is
based on a belief and trust in'complexity, diversity and community as a means to
knowlédge. It relies on our willingness to think and to change based upon that thinking.

It is a process akin to what we would call the "gaining of wisdom," as defined below:

10



~ Wisdom cannot be confined to a specialized field, nor is it an academic
discipline; it is the consciousness of wholeness and integrity that transcends
_both. Wisdom is complexity understood and relationships accepted
, (Meeker_ 1991, p. »22)

In order for us to géﬁﬁ ,wi_sdom as humans within the larger community of life, we
must begin to gather togefher in order to do the neceséary Work. As We become fathiliar
with the process, we will pass it on to those we teach. In our small groups, as in the larger
global efforts ﬁke fhe Cairo Conference, our goals are the same: the» gaining of wisdom
~ about how to ]ive in the larger community of life without destroying it and oilrselves,

Once we consider this larger picture we can focus on our own teachjng cohtexts
without sacnﬁcmg our greater goals. As a zoo educator, I work w1th111 a context and
tradition that has changed httle in the last 2,000 years. Modern zoos, which began in the
~ eighteenth century were much like the menageries of Alexander the Great. Only in the last
three decades have we begun to question our own methods. Thls questioning.led to the -
present SSP (Sp ecies Sﬁ"rvival Plan) pro granﬁs and moie 'recently, to animal enrichment
programs committed to ammal well beiﬁg as well aé to animal care. But in most respects,
education is still _‘b_ased on the factual pre's’entation of zoologiczfl data to the public, while
the animal serves as a living "object."

While the long-term success of zoo breeding programs depends upon a population
of humans who understend end appreciafe the need for biodjversity, we continue to
concentrate on the physieétl' act of capﬁve breeding. Zoos have publicly recognized that
education will determine whether we change in the way we see our role as humans within
the natural world, but like most formal educators, we spend little time in reflection about
what and how we teach. | | |

The time has come when even those who are thoroughly convinced that zoos are
necessary have to cqncede that we have not done all that we can to insure the long-term

the continued survival of wild ammals As we re-think the role of education as a means to

11



this goaL we will not be able to rely on the traditional methods and strafegies of formal
education. We will need to see our faci]itiés in é élcar and critical light in»orde‘r io'
question what kind of knowledge, what kind ‘of relaﬁonship, we need to encourage with
the natural world. We will need to Consider vdiverse views, the connection between bthe
natural and social worlds, the complex nature of both the natural world and education, and

be willing to challenge ourselves and our institutions.

12



PART ONE
Assumptions/Belief

A person's total belief system is an organization of beliefs and expectancies
- that the person accepts as true of the world he or she lives in--verbal and
‘non-verbal, implicit and explicit, conscious and unconscious...Belief
systems have two powerful and conflicting sets of motives at the same
time. One is the need for a cognitive framework to interpret new
experience--to know and understand and act responsively. The other is the
need to ward off threatening aspects of reality (Harmon, 1988 pp. 15-16).

One of the first and most important areas of inquiry for our teacher program was
that of recognizing and "mining" fhe assumptions and resulting beliefs that guide our
perceptions about the world and teaching--in other wofds, the basis of our world view.
Jean's background in multicultural education and critical pedagogy had shown her that in |
order to make meaningful changes in thinking and action there needs to be a process of
"bringing to the surface" that which is so basic to our understanding of the world as to be
virtually unconscious. To this ehd, our first readings contained articles that revealed and
questioned sdme of the standard assumptions of the dominant culture, as well as provided
other cultural views of nature, science, culture and education.

We explored the création and proliferation of the Cartesian/science-based logic
from a feminist perspective in articles and selected chapters of books like Carolyn

Merchant's, Ecological Revolutions (1989), Elizabeth Minnidh's, Transforming

Knowledge (1990) and Ruth Hubbard's The Politics of Womens' Biology (1990). We also
read excerpts from books by scientists and environmentalists, including Willis Harmon's,

Global Mind Change (1988), Augros and Stanciu's, New Biology (1987), Exlich and

Omstein's, New World New Mind (1989). Our educational readings included writings of

Paulo Friere, Edward T. Clark, Sani Crowell, David Orr and others concerned with the

13



future of education. In addition, we read works by writers whose culture did not see the
world through a scientific metaphor.

The common denominator of all of these readings was the thoughtful criticism of
the current assumptions guiding our cultural and societal structure and institutions, and the
vcall for change. They helped us see culture and its determining assumptions as a
continually evolving stéry that should be critiqued in the context of time, place and
ciréumStance. An example is the following quote by Carolyn Merchant concerning science.

"Science and history are both social constructions. Science is an ongoing negotiation with
non-human nafu:re for what counts as reality. Scienﬁsts socially construct nature,
repreSenting it differently in different historical epochs” (Merchant, 1989,p.4).

The idea that science is socially constructed contradicted the standard assumption
that science is the only way to describe an objective reality we call "nature." This
assumption is prevalent in zoological teaching. Though based on questioning that reality,
science is often taught as a description of the world, not one of many processes by which
we have been taught to know it. It also is used to the exclusion of other ways of knowing
the world. By questioning the basic assumption of "science as reality," we could then look
at the consequences of this presentation of science.

Walking through thé assumptions behind science helped us begin to see that all of
our perceptions and understanding of the world are based on the same kind of culturally
generated and proliferated assumptions. Once we understood this, we realized that no
teaching is neutral. We model and teach according to personal and collective cultural
biases, and therefore, our teaching reflects these biases. Secondly, we realized that by
teaching this view without questioning it ourselx}es or teaching our students to question it,

we were responsible for its proliferation and consequences. Thirdly, we concluded that

14



we could make no meaningful chahges in our teaehjng‘until we examined and questioned '
“the unspoken beliefs based on these assurnptmns N
Wthe these may seem very obv10us conclus1ons they d1d not come easrly, nor do I
thmk they are common in teacher educatlon programs. At the tlme we were explormg
these issues, I was takmg a class on educatronal philosophy as part of my master's

- program. Most of the teachers in the class had never read any educational ph]losophy, nor

- had they realized that the school system,. cumculum and their own teachmg were based on

various philosophies and theories whieh were not necessarily consistent. The elass
| stopped short of pulling out the assumptions.behjnd the thinking of the teachers,
| concentrating instead on those of the maj or phjlosophers. This empbhasis did little to
attune the teachers to their own biases and they finished the course yvitha generalized
: rmderstanding ofa few main tenets of each philosophy. There was no attempt made to
hnk these philosophies to current practice beyond the most general and there was little
| discussion of how theory and practice have intersected historically or in the mihds of
 teachers. .
| This process of uncovering assumptions, or "making the familiar strange" became,
for me, a metaphor for the learning process. Sometimes I resisted, because what I
drscovered was not always comfortable. However, the process of questiohjng what I have
- always taken for granted is now part and‘parcel the way 1see my role as an educator. As
in the quote thatbegins this section, our be]iefs about the world help keep us "safe" and to -
~examine them is both difficult and threatenjng. For one, thing, our very thinking has been
shaped by the acceptanee of cultural "givens." For another, we tend to think of our own
i yvay of being as inét)itable,. a Tesponse to the way things are.
| ~ In this respect ‘we were helped in‘our readings by writers of other cultural views,

including selections from Native American, Latino and African Americans. 'One article

15



" comes to mind as illustrative of how diﬁ‘eréntly disparate cultures view reality. The article
was written by an anthropologist who lived with a certain African tribe for ’sevéral months
avyear. One year, during a rainy period that kept everyone inside for days, he read his
Afvican friends Shakespeare's pléy, Hamlei. The Africans made very different sense ofit,
following its logic within the framework of their world view. Their conclusions tumed
Hamlet, as we know it, upside down, and yet their interpretation followed the words and
ideas with a systematic logic borne of their cultural view (Bohannan, 1966, p.28). World
view as expressed through thinking and behavior, is the source of meaning and the
arbitrator of experience. In any attempt to help students evaluate their own and other
assﬁmptions, cultural differences must be recognized and explored.

| In this sense our program was multicultural. Rather than learn about other
cultures to become sensitive to them, we learned more about them to become better able
tb critique and transform our own. In the process we ran into much about our cultural
story that resisted such efforts. Nonetheless it is a very old and sensible means of keeping
culture adaptive to change, and practiced in this‘ intentional way, vs;e honored the
complexity and evolution of cultural stories and peoples.

Our teacher gfoup discovered that, as individuals, we were often at odds with the
“"reality" we taught based on our cultural assumptions. This became clear during the

“second year's retreat to a mountain research station. We had spent the day reading aﬁd
discussing articles on history, including those listed previously. Later that night Jean
asked the teachers to tell her what they' believed was the intent of formal education based
upon all that they had experiencéd as't_eachers. After thinking about it for a while the
teachers read their answers out loud. To a person, they described formal education's
intent and consequences as the prqduction of passive "citizens" who are rewarded for

acceptance and compliance with the status quo. Tt is important to remember that none of
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these teachers had joinedbﬁr‘group out of profound discontent with the formal education,
though they had agreed to question ifs assumptions; but almost every teaéher discovered

' that when they gave it enough thought, théy were very much aWare of the gulf between
.their owﬁ téachjng goals and those of the formal ‘e'ducation system.

This was an important revelation to me for several reasons. Ihad felt this to be the
case with my oWn formai education and it was part of the reason I had never gone into
teaching within the school system. Hearing teachers (who I knew were conscientious,
hard-working and enthusiastic about teaching) reiterating this thoﬁght about the |
"institutional” effects of teaphjng, I was further encouraged to try to create a different
context in the informal Setting. I was also forced to realize that informal zoo education
did little to challenge the assumptions of formal education, even though our goal of

‘protecting wild species requires that visitors take a stand that is not always politically or
socially accepted within the status quo. |

Modern zoos capitalized on the public's fascination with animals as curiosities. In
respoﬂse, they created menageries designed to excite the fear and thrill that close
proximity to wild animals from exotic places produced; They entertained. This context
mirrored other entertainment and educational inquiry of that time. Ornithologists were
busy killing birds for huge collections in our nation's museums and anthropologists Weré
charged with the task of collecting the bones of indigenous peoples with little regard for
their beliefs a‘bbut death. Visitors to museums and zoos were privy to the wonders of the
world, collected and housed in one place (Brakefield, 1995, p.16).

It was not until the 1960s, when fhe world woke up to the realization that humans

_were causing énvifonmental pollution and animal extiﬁctions, that zoos took a hard look at
the way they cared for their animals. Bowing tb public sentiment which was more critica1

of captivity, they began designing better animal enclosures which improved the lives of
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their nharges.‘ At the same ‘time, ido keepérs feaﬁzed_ that many of their animals, now
benvdangered in the Wild? ‘were in da_nger of dying out in zoos as we]lj This was the
beginning of more serimis study of animal behavior and captive breeding, leading

| eventually to the Speciéé Survival Plans or SSPs of today (Rutledge, 1995, p.1).

Today, zoos claim as their highest priorities both education and the breeding of
captive species for the conservation of animals in the wild. Zoo breeding efforts are, at
best, a stop-gap measure against extinction, with only slightly over one hundred Spécies

* Survival Plan animals and, of those, only slightly over 50 % succesSﬁJlly returned to the
wild. These small numbers have led to the decision that in the twenty-first century,
captive breeding methods will be used in tne "wild" before animals face captivity as a last
resort (1995, p. 2). This "in-situ" conservation reflects the commitment of zoo
professionals fo'the plight of endangered species, but it also leaves the zoo educators to
ponder what should be taught in existing 200s.

It is in the context created by our own facilities that we have yet to make huge
changeé. While zoo designers have made enclosures much more naturalistic in appearance
and, in some cases, have attempted to group animals according to natural communities,
the effect is still one of animals as entertainment. The animals are on display and they are
explained to the public with the same stock phrases heard throughout the world. Our
educational thrust is to deliver a message about the plight of animals, yet we display them
like objects.

After working on assumptions, I was able to see that zoo educators ignore the
base assumption that we can know and learn to respect animals by seeing them in zoos. I
know children respond to this unspoken assumption because I read the letters they send
‘do‘cents after their tours. Even while they are saying how interesting and fun their tour

was, a significant number record the unspoken reality. of caged animals in their drawings.
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Here the heavy bars of old-style zoos still prevail. Though the children rarely refer to
them in writing, the bars exist within their mmds I believe they are especially prominent
in the miﬁds of thosé children who empathize with the animals more strongly, perhaps due
to a feeling of what it is like to be captive in their own environments. By ignoring the
issue, we model denial of the most basic kind. We suggest that zoos are an inevitable
- response to the need to be vnear or to know‘animals--the only response. We, like

educators within formal systems, do not acknov&ledge'the biases and agenda that fuel our
nstitutions. |

It is said that good parents make sure that their children have role models who
embody the parenting skills they lack. This way children can get what they need and the
parents need not tfy to be what they are not. In the same way, zoo education needs to
address the fact that zoos were created as menageries and that we remain an institution
based largely within a nineteenth century paradigm. Both zoo educators and their visitors
need to kéep this in mind. In problem posing, this is called the "what is," and it helps us
ﬁéme a problem or question we can use to discovery other possibilities. In this case, the
questions might include: Can zoos be more than menageries of animals, and if so whatv and

._how do they n'ecd to change? What do zoos actually teach about nature and animals?

This might lead us to consider what‘truly makes the most impact upon visitors.
Even in the moment when a visitor comes face fo face with an aﬁimal, with all its
emotional impact, we dilute the experience with explanations and séientiﬁc facts. We are
immediately uncomfortable with other responses, perhaps because to dwell on responses
other than intellectual might lead visitors to raise the issue of captivity. In any case, this
has several consequences. B¢cause visitor response is only elicited on the intellectual -

level, we never find out what our visitors truly "feel" about their experience. This focus
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away ﬁoﬁ the "felt,"' response severely limits i:he knowledge gained in terms of meaning

made of the zoo 'experience and context. | |
e Meanwhile the problem of living in a world of animals is simp]iﬁed—-zoos will
breed them and reintroduce them in a place called "nature" or the nwild." People can

| come to zoos to be near these animals and zoo educators will tell them how they live, how

| many are left, étc. Educators will never discuss the need that brought our visitors to the

. z00--the need to expeﬁence animals, and through thém the thythm of nature both within

and outside ourselves. We wﬂl also stay away from the obvious limitations of knowing

ammals through the zoo experience. |

Although I realized that there were limitations to zoo education before the teacher
program, I had not asked the types of questions that Jean posed as to the consequences.

If the scientific view of the world is considered to be its "true nature" what happens to
other views of the world? Has science been used to justify political and social mores? Is
it used to justify zoos? Does a world that is perceived aS "knowable" in terms of science
and its institutions (including zoos) become more easily exploited for human purposeé?
‘Do zoos lead us to a new way of perceiving and relating to animals?

I had fo ask several questions about my personal teaching methods as well. ‘With
science and its institutions so firmly established as the only legitimate study of the natural
and social worlds, how could I begin to envision environmental education within a broader
context that includes other "ways of knowing" the world? How could I begin to probe the
felt responses of visitors? How could we begin to ekplore the relationship between
humans and animals aé part of zoo education? What would I begin to regar.d as "literacy?"

The teacher education program led me inevitably to these and other questions. If

the program had stopped here, I might have dismissed them as just too troublesome to
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pursue. The second part of this paper will focus on pfocesses which we explored as

means for addressing these questions in our everyday teaching situations.
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- PART TWO
- The Development of Ritual/Symbol

In order to explore other ways“ of knbwin‘g the natural world I began to think about
my own experiences in nature. I had eome to my job as a teacher of naturel history
without a science backgfouﬁd. I had received my co]le'ge degree in ]iteratureahd had
become inodem dancer and ehoreographer'. Although I enjoyed being in natufal |
enﬁonments; 1 did not study natuial hietory or biology until I qame to The Living Desert.
When I first began to take college courses I felt as if I had discovered a new world; I
learned to identify‘ plants and birds. Ivstudied geolegy, botany and the natural sciences.
:Before this education, nature had been a refuge which I sought out daily. | It Was largely -
~ undifferentiated, a background to my thoughts and emetions. It now became the focus,
and I became a much better observer. However, my observations were largely hased on

identification, which removed me from the fluid relationship I had known in the past.

As time weﬁt on, and I reached a leyel of equort about my abilities as a naturalist,
‘Ibegan to feel that something was missing. I enjoyed educaﬁonal outings, but I did not
| feel the sense of communion with nature that T did before I came to the desert. T alse
- sensed that, although I Was learning more about nature, I was not deepening my

relationship with it. Slewly, I beg'an to make small ehanges. I ceased to take my
binoculars. I went to the base ofa heérby mountain night after night, simply to be there. I
found that what the mpuntain had to teéch hie did not resemble anything I learned on
hetﬁre‘ eutings with docents and colleagues. It was based less on observation and more on
the ehaﬁng of time, of thythm and of stillness punctuated by encounters of all kinds. My
:learnjng appr(')ach"chahged from one Where 1 found out about nature, to one in which I

felt a part and knehv by participdtion‘. The participation was highly imaginative, linking



the outside world to my inside world of symbol and image. I was making meaning frqm
the flow of experienée and this meanmg challenged the "order" I had learned to perceive.
Plants became anihiatc beings; owls warned me to pay atteﬁtioﬁ; rocks slowed my pulse
rate and sense of time. My environﬁent often ceased being zi "place," and 1 ceased being
separate. I was chaﬁging and everything became "‘strange." |
This was very important in my thinking about éducatioﬁ. 'Edward Bohm points out
- that the word awareﬁess comes from the word wary - a whole body résponse to what is
- new (Bohm, 1991, p.134). When truly confronted with the unkhown we are immediately
wary, careful. Our hair stands up on our arms and the back of our néck. It is in this
moment that we learn about ourselves and that which we encounter. We can re-image the
‘woﬂd; we are changed. The combination of bringing to tﬁe surféce my old map of the
world and the simultaneous rediscovery of a new one convinced me of the powerful
possibilities of education based on transformation rather than accumulation. In both, the
| goal is to re-vision the world. | |
Dﬁring the first year of our program we would spend time going repeatedly to a
"sacred spot" of our bhoosing gaining a sense and famﬂiarity with a location. We would
also begin aind end each of our meetings with some form of ritual which each of ﬁs took
turns presenting. Many of these involved different ways of ;’coming to know" nature, so
that we‘vcduld examine how they changed our p'erceptio‘n‘.”'In"thesev openings and élosings
' .w§ danced, chanted, t_ead 'poefry, and shared our niost powerful physical "totems."
Sometimes We,were'pfofoundly uncomfortable with these ntuals and w¢' talked about why
this was so. However, when we did not have time, or when we felt too rushed to take the
time, we keenly felt the absence. Not only did ritual enrich and solidify the community we
‘were buildihg, blit it reminded us just how powerful this kind of "meaning making" can be,

“and how edsy it was to undervalue it.
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Tn retrospect I beheve that the ntuals we enacted Were a Way of celebratmg the )

| ‘slmportance of What we were trymg to do together In ntual We acknowledged that our

’group was comm1tted to changmg and aﬁectmg our whole selves I thmk thrs is also one a
o reason it was 1nt1m1dat1ng and made us uncomfortable In nature I developed my own B
N irrtuals Whrch acknowledged the 1mportance of what I leamed They came natura]ly, and B

N ,had to do W1th honormg the power of the relatlonshlp between myself and my '

o surroundmgs thual act1Vlty is one of our oldest Ways of paymg attentlon to that power e

i fThough not ]mked dnectly, my growmg sense of symbohsm and ritual helped me look at o
~ zoo educatron ina dlﬂ'erent Way R ' L .

I have come to v1ew the 1dea of 1mmers1on m the natural World wnh the whole se]f

“and wrthout prescnbed leammg goals as an 1mportant part of envnonmental educatlon . o

T my zoo educatron We now focus on helpmg chlldren redlscovery or dlscover for the '\ |

. ’_ first tlme those sensory SklllS whrch wﬂl help them connect Taklng the chlldren to a

' 'bsecluded spot ]ust to hsten has become a standard part of our tour We are also takmg o

- tnne to ehc1t the responses of ch1ldren and to allow thelr sense of symbol and rltual to

- ,surface Whrle th1s is not easy in a standard 1 1/2 hour tour we: can mdulge this i in

L 'Summer and other classes Our docents now hsten carefully and ehc1t more SucceSSﬁﬂly o

R the responses our v1snors have to what they see in our zoo



| Metaphor/Language

One process which continued throughout our teacher program was the routine
consideration of language and its resulting metaphors. Did we all mean the same thing
“when we used certain laﬁguage? What happened when the word was slightly altered? Did

the assumption of common meaning of language hinder our efforts to remake our world?

Using Metaphérs We Live By by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) we began to examine
metaphor as a means to help us uncover the beliefs we had about our role as teachers.

We read about metaphor in language and in our cultural stories, we tried to discover those
that we taught, as well as to find new ones which would reflect our changing views more
completely. As we explained these chosen metaphors to each other, they revealed our
needs for security, power and control. Some of the metaphors that emerged during this
exercise included benevolent dictator, carpenter, rafting gli_ide, quilter and hiker.

Lakoff and Johnson explained that "The most fundamental values in a culture will
be coherent wifh the metaphorical structure of the most fundamental concepts in the
culture" (1980, p. 22). Our efforts to name the basic assumptions of our cultural heritage

were aided by linking the metaphors so fundamental to education. By recognizing the
coherence of these metaphors, we were better able to test the coherence of our personal
teaching metaphors.

The coherence of a metaphor has to do with its full story, including the details, the
language. For instance, when the teacher who chose the raﬂing\ guide as metaphor played
it out in detail, she became‘ moré consistent in its use and thus it was more powerful. To
hélp her think about it we offered scenarioys for her to consider. For instance, what if one
person on the raft had no regard for the safety of the passengers? What if everyone on the

raft wanted off? Who guides, the rafter or the river? These questions became ways for
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her to imagine a context for her teaching. It offered a map of possibilities, and it allowed
for the inevitable twists and turns of the river. The meaning made is something like what

is learned in nature, for its language is symbolic and metaphoric.

In order to explore metaphors we had to pay attention to language and the

- metaphoric nature of language. Jean knew that unless we looked at the language that
shaped our metaphors it would be easy to overlook the importance of the words we
choose as both a pathway and barrier to consistent and thoughtful change. It wasn't until
we began to identify and examine the assumptions contained in some of our language, that
we begaﬁ to realize how subtly and thoroughly we instructed through our choice of
words. In phrases like "human resources," "measurable results," "objective testing,"
"minimal standards," we reduced human and knowledge complexity to conform to a
society obsessed with the end result or product. In words like "nature," the "wild," we
create a separation between ourselves and our environment.

As we explored the language we use to describe the gaining of knowledge, we
began to recognize the over-reliance on visual metaphors and vision as a way of knowing.
This seemed important for my work because it shows how closely we align visual
observation with knowledge, especially in the world of nature. The role of observation is
so embedded in our scientific view of the world that we often do not consider how we
effect that which we are trying to observe.

Because educators have been trained to believe that the observer and observed are -
separate, we forget fhat children are not yet trained in the belief of an objective world. In
our Discovery Room, which was designed for children, we have skull and skins for
children to see up close. These objects often profoundly disturb children, even when we
tell them that the animals died of natural causes. Adults do not question the need to see

these items up close. Indeed, this is one of the main justifications for zoos. We believe
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' there is no substitute to seeing the animals up close. We value this so much that we do
not question the meél_ns to that end. Inste_ad; we send the niessage that seeing is a right
and necessary part of learning. We do not need to spend a ]ifgtime learning the Ways of

_ the animals, we simply go to a zoo. We see the conseq_uenées of this when we take
visitors on our wilderness trail. They have neither the skills or the patience to wait for real

~ animals and their traces. They do not need them. |

Using readings on religious metaphor and myfh, we tried to imagine how the

‘world, our thinking and our teaching might be different were we guided by a "God the
mother" rather than "God the father" metaphor. As we very often did, we clustered our
thoﬁghts about both of these metaphors and discovered that we felt Very'diﬂ‘erently about
these two possibi]ities. We also eXplQred the "Earth as Gaia" or living organism |
metaphor. Thése exercises helped us realize, as Lakoff pointed out, that we "understand

- the world through our interactions with it" (1980, p. 194). “That these interactions are

largely metaphon'c in nature, and that we éontn“bﬁte to and perpefuate them in hnguage

- was an importéint step to reimaging our teaching. If students are taught to entertain a

fhuid, imaginatiye and éritical felationship with their own and their cultural metaphors, they

: might_ be better able to address problems and adapt to change. |

In working with the language of metaphors, I began to see places where we could
acknowledge other ways of perceiving nature and animals. Inow help my docents create
their own metaphors and point out those taught to us in science. I also suggest that as

| teachers, we need to examine these metaphors and symbols ourselves before we can

‘encourage our visitors tov do the same.

| When I began to examine the 'as'sumptions and resulﬁng nietaphors in our docent
program, I found much that could be changed. Simply by deScﬁbing what we do with

children as sharing the desert rather than teaching it, we created a context which was
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much more conducive fo the goals I was beginning to shapeﬁ as part of my ecological
perSpective on teaching. ;This metaphor cha]lénges the idea of knowledge as acquisition,
of teacher as expert and of student as passive recipient. While working with docents on
the éonsequences of this change, many more shifts in our understanding of our role as
teachers be(_:anie péssible. Within that act of sharing, a more equal power exchangé is
possible, with each side contributing to that which is known.

The prbcess of paying attenﬁon to language and to the metaphors they
create is extremely important in creating a learning environment. If we accept all
language, without question, we are not mddeﬁng c_ﬁtical thought. We also overlook many
opportunities for meaning making. Some of the moét signjﬁcahf conversations we had as

a group were those centered around the question, "what to we mean when we say

?"
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Problem Posing

In order to encourage docents (who are inostly people in their 60s and 70s) to take
a "wider" view of their role, I used processes Jean introduced within the theory that
~ shapes critical pedagogy and the practice of "probiematizing." This Wo’rked especially well
ina Workshdps developed for park rangers and zoo educators which were of short
duration. I asked the .participants to take some time and thmk about what they were truly
trying to accomplish in the ihtelpretive or other work they did wn:hm their natural history
institutions. We then listed these responses which often included the following;

1.. Increase awareness and respeét for nature. |

2. Create a sense of e_kcitement and enjoyment in the natural world.

3. Increase é sense of stewardship

4. Help people realize that nature needs protecting.

We called this the "what might be" list and when it was finished, we went on to
make a list of what we actually do in our educational programs. We called this list the
"what is" of our programs. Our list contained the following types of activities:

1. Zoo tours.

2. Critter close-ups (animals shown one-on-one, with touching allowed).

3. Special interest walks, including bird, plant, animal walks.

4. Special topic programs on astronomy, geology, Nafive American history, etc..

5. Information about the adaptation of organisms to environment.

This ]isf, next to the "what is" list demonstrated the huge gulf between what we
felt was necessary and desirable to teach and what we actually taught. This gulf became
our "problem." Within our exploration of this "problem" were the realizations that science

information, or experience in natural settings only go so far. It also led us back to our
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-reliance on standard teaching patterns. When we examined the "what might be" list, we
realized that we did not know, nor did our cuitural and social teaching guide us towards
edueation-which could reach these goais. In a short period of time we were led to the
important question of what it is we are trying tov teach and how. We then considered a
typical program of most zoos and nature centers as a way to "walk through" the work
ahead. " | |

Wrthm the average cntter-close—up, popular in zoos and parks we discovered

‘many inconsistent and contrary messages. Our "what 1s" column illustrated what the
visitor saw--a person holding an animal who cannot get away, who is offered to the

- visitors to touch and who is "explained" in a few sentences. While our goal was to

increase respect for animals, our physical and verbal metaphors were ones of submission

and object status of the animal. Based on the "what is" of critter close-ups, we had to
think hard about whether they‘achieve our "what might be" goals.

The "problematizing" of critter close-ups had a]ready, changed the Way we taught
them to docents at my zoo. Though we realized their drawbacks, we decided that they
offer an lmportant and rare opportumty to be close to an animal and to explore the fee]mgs '
: produced by this experlence Docents are now taught that thelr pnmary concern is that
~ the animal be comfortable and that visitors treat the animal with respect. They are
: encouraged to ask questions of the Vieitors that encourage them to pay attention to the

animal and to share their o'bservationsvand feelings. We also encourage docents to share
their reasons for doing critter close-ups out-lotld with visitors and to then listen to their
eStirnates of its success. On the other hand We never forget the unspoken mes’sage we
send. This "solutron reflects the nature of the changes we made based on this program

There is no "right" solut1on, there is only our examination of the problem and our attempt.
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to let it remain a problem for all (our visitors included) to consider. In this way we can all
contribute to ‘chang‘e.

This workshop, though only a first step, initiated thought about whether our
nstitutions and our own teaching are working towards the goéls we state. In our teaching
program we went beyond this to question whether many of our programs and institutions

v actually have the same goals.
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 Dialogue/Relationship/Community

Finally, true dialogue cannot exist unless the dialoguers engage in critical thinking
which discerns an indivisible solidarity between the world and the people and
admits of no dichotomy between them--thinking which perceives reality as process,
as transformation, rather than as a static entity--thinking which does not separate
~ itself from actions, but constantly immerses itself in temporalrty without fear of the
- risks mvolved (Friere, 1993, p. 73).

Whenever we tried to explain what we were lookirlg for in the way of
environmelrtal ﬁteracy the word relationsﬁip surfaced. The idea of relationship went
beyond leaming about somethjrrg‘ or semeone, towards a r‘ecognition of connectron and
interrelatrerr of ourselves and that“\v)vhich we sought to knew. Our group's pa_rtieipatory
 structure was based on the idea that only if members partieip ated in the life of the | group,
~ could we truly gain knewledge'whiclr would affect oﬁr»teaching and living in,va",meaningﬁ_ﬂ
v way. | o | | |
This vgrodp relationship, while solid as long as we were notb stressed by time
* commitment, often took a back seat to family.and other schoel commitments. It was
» difficult td»keep the time free and to honor the cotmeﬁt. Often we were overwhelmed
by how much work it was tob cemrﬁunicate, as well. It was unnerving to discover how
 different the members of this 511 w]ﬁte, middle cleSs, "environmentally aware" group could
be. It was not always easy to understarld one éﬁOther or‘ to follow the corineetions we
made i'nb 01‘1r discuséions Still we remained polite, steering ’carefully to avoid any
potentlally exploswe topics, yet drawn to them as part of our exploratlons One teacher
- who later stopped commg due to family commltments told us that she had already
. explored the i issue of racism and had no desire to do so again. While we were not

‘ explorirrg racism in any.structuredvivay, it surfaced often eneugh to make her

uncomfortable.
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| Jean and 1 had ciiéoovered'that‘rélétionship buﬂdmg could be an emotional affair.
 After most’ meetings during the first two yéars, Jean would stay at my house for the nighf.
We rarely got to bed at a reasonable time because we would compare notes. Vefy oﬁeﬁ
we would have different fakes' on what happened and the overall success ‘of the meeting,
 We would rémemb'ef people's comments very differently. In short, we interpreted events
in our own way. In our effort to structure the meetihgs we Qﬂen abandoned our separate
o ’instincts. sd ﬂlat We wouid better féﬂect a joint approach. This often mitigated the results,
leaving us both frustrated.

Our gioup efforts also vacillated between the need to be "on task" and the equally
compelling need to let conversation take us on journey. IfWe followed the internal logic
of our discussions, we génera]ly felt it was worthwhile. However, it bothered the teachers
that, once away from the group, they could not tell others exactly whét they were gaining.
We seemed to go back and forth between wanting to have a "product" which we could
use to make others understand our program, and our own experience which told us that

our process was indeed valuéble. even at our present stage in which wé were unable to
articulate it well. | | |

To my mind these were not problems. The articulation of the program lay in the
changes I made with docents. Most of them were small changes, but I knew why I made
them, a:nd I'was evaluating their effectiveness using processes we (our teacher group) used
in our meéti_ngs‘. Another reason 1 did not need a "product,” 111 the sense of something
which would convince others of the program's worth, was my own experiences learning
from nature and in dance. When we are tmly making meaning from our experiences,
changing‘ our very perception of the world, we afe changed wholly. The results of such a
change are seen in the subtleties of everyday choices. They are cumulative and amass with

time and reflection. It was the same with the study of literature, my college major. To
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this day I cannot quote passagés from the books that transformed my thmkmg )
profoundly, but I do experieﬁce the s‘elzllse‘ ‘ovf;those' bo’oks, recal]jﬁg'their similar‘_ity‘ to :
curteﬁt situations and events. . | o | |
In drder to satisfy our different needs concerning process and structure, we began
to follow a schedule with certain things built in and timed. J ourﬁal Wntmg, reflection on
the evening's process and even sociéﬁZing weic scheduled. This had mixed results. For
‘those mbst concerned by the léck of structure, this heip'ed eaée‘ their conflict. For others,
it was too structured. It seemed to work Best when we connected it to some kind of
_ ovéra]l rhythm,- which returned us to certain activities in a cﬁcﬁlai fashion». We negotiated
tii:ie in order not to cut off something the group decided was too important to lea\}e on
schedule. . | |
But always, nagging at our heals, was the fear that our‘program might'bé jus1.:v s0
much "talk." Did we fail to connect it to our everyday actions? Was it worth the time and
effort? T]_;ese doubts were apparent wheneirer onewof, the teachers attended d more
"product oﬁeﬁted"ﬁworkshop having to do with a teaching technique. More often than
not, the participating teachers came back convinced that all t]‘1eyvhadv to do was to follow
the guidelines presented in the workshop and they would be able to teach in an ecological
and meaningful fashion. One teacher bé‘gan a bilingual master's program and at first she
"was absolutely convinced that}this wquld be hér "'solu;tion" to teaching. Other teachers
went to wo"ikshops on whole langliage and peer coaching. Each time they followed a
pattern that began with absolute belief that fhis theory or practice was the "answer." Over
a period of time we heard'lesé about it.
Conversely, we continued to meet, not because we felt we could solve our
; p;oblems, but because we felt the need to cbntin‘ue to fecognize and deal with the .

complexity of teaching and of relationship or-coinmUnity building. While we did not

34



always leave oﬁr meetings feeling we had st_ilved something, we often did feel that er had
gained something--Whether it involved ésking an important questions or sharing and
evaluating our actions and ideas. - ‘ " o : ; :

It was around this time (the third year of the program) that‘J ean in‘trbducéd tﬁe
 idea of dialogue as soinething to explore as é gtoup. In some ways we wefe attempting to
engage in dialogue, but we had no model, nor an understanding of what it was or how it |
how it might help us toward our goal. Tn our first Aintrbduqtion to dialogue as a theory, we
read articles by both Paulo Friere- (1970/1993) aﬁd David Bohm (1989). It was about this
time that the artificially structured meetings eﬁded and we began working with the
nstructured chaos" of dialogue; |

Jean and I still posed questions, buf we let the conversation take its own course |
based on the group's involvement‘baind our own. I am not sure that this pleased everyone;
at least one member began to come less often after this, but a core group 0f about five
continued to come ‘regularly. Also, Jean and I'began to have more consistency between
our overall impression of the meetings. In my mind, th1s began a period whére each of us
became a participant and the "regulafs" no longer had as many doubts about the group's
importance because they had slipped over the edge and joined a process for which they
were responsible. |

We had already become familiar with the idea of "problem posing" and "praxis"”
through Jean and articles by Paulo Freire. Dialogue took this one stép further by |
postulating that in the reflection that precedes and prologues action, we transform the
world. "There is no true word that is not the same time a praxis. Thus, td speak a true
word is to transform the world. (Friere, 1993, p. 68). This mirrored our efforts to clarify

language as a constant negotiation of meaning.
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We also read Davrd Bohm' "On D1alogue " a, ranscrlptron of a meetmg tha tc ': k

E . jfplace mn O]al, Ca]]forma m 1989 For me t]ns was the begmnmg of a very lmportant shrft :

= ';_?; ':}.‘,m how I v1ewed educatron for Bohm places the true power of dralogue in the very 1dea

L -that there is no agenda TE i

| ;Now I'm gomg to propose that ma dralogue we are not gomg to have any agenda Lo o

. we are not. going to Ary to accomphsh any useful thmg ~As'soon as we try to.
Sl 'accomphsh a-useful purpose or goal, we will have an assumptlon behind it as to
. whatis useﬁrl, and that assumptron is gomg to lrmrt us (Bohm, 1989 p 9)

e ‘ . ;_:‘:Obvrously we had an agenda—-to become more eﬂ‘ectrve proponents of our :
A ecologlcal teachmg perspectrve 0ur assumptrons mcluded our behef that such an actron

- was necessary and des1rable Indeed one of our tasks had been to recognrze and questlonf i

© the agendas we fo]lowed even unconscmusly asa result of our cultural trammg, but the _

1dea that once 1dent1ﬁed and exammed we try to suspend these assumptlons for the sake :
: of meanmg maklng, made sense , | | |
Its power lay in the acceptance of the zdea of d1alogue as we]l as m the practrce of

" 1t It represented an enterlng mto relatronslnp wnh thought word and w1th others It was .
| ‘: a metaphor for the krnd of connectron I sought wnh nature and human nature and the act |

L v'of teachmg 1tself It represented profound trust and behef m ]1fe as process and

| relatronshrp w1th the whole Ifteachers trusted dralogue as a process by wlnch ‘we explore ' :

meanrng, we and our students would learn to thmk creatrvely and cr1t1ca]ly together Ifwe

; could trust that thrs was our true role then students would be free to go beyond our

iy 3 'cultural restramts our own perceptlons into the future As Frrere stated "Dralogue |

A “cannot exrst however in the absence of a profound love for the world and for people
R v.The nammg of the world whrch 1s an act of creatron and re-creatlon is not poss1ble 1f 1t is

. mnot mfused w1th love" (1993 P- 70)




| Thrs love 1s demonstrated 1n our attempt to hsten, to create together a web thought )
_ :’. _ .:'.;and words m wh1ch to name the world we hve m an ever evolvmg story To thmk ‘_ e
: : "cntlcally n an atmosphere that is ﬂu1d wrth the thoughts and percept1ons of others seemed ::: "
h,to me very 1 much hke my own experlences in the natural world D1alogue therefore

g , ‘encompassed a complexrty, a sharmg of power and a recognrtlon of true relatlonshlp

B :"_,,beyond our professed behefs and srtuatlon

I do not beheve that thrs is a]l that 1s needed but it encompasses much of the _
. .‘ ,_Process of relatronshrp bu11d1ng It also sh]ﬁs power back t0 the leamer eng agmg us i | :-

- our learmng process W1th 1ts emphas1s on hstemng, 1t remtroduces the 1dea that respect '

a ‘“ and attentlon must be pa1d to a]l aspects of the world Whether we have a dlalogue wrth

" other people a book or nature we attempt to pay attentlon and make meamng that comes
it : from relatlonshlp | " S ‘ “ »
RN My work W1th d1alogue has remamed mostly w1thm our teacher group Though I feel lam
| oﬁen ina dlaloglcal relatronshrp to thrngs I read, a group d1a10gue is somethlng that takes N

: -practrce and tlme However 1t is somethmg I w111 contmue to work on, for I beheve itto

e :be a potentlally powerful process

How mlght it change my own s1tuat10n asa zoo educator? If we learned about the
3 world by engaglng in a d1alogue wnh 1t we mlght not choose to know a mountaln hon by S
:"cagmg it, dlssectlng it wrth our eyes and other mstruments We would understand that

‘ only in the context of the mountaln hon s world does 1t truly ex1st as a subject and that in

1, order to have a relatlonshrp wnh mountaln hon we would need to go to 1ts world not

g ‘f?‘rmprlson 1t m ours Mountaln hon would cease to be an object of study and would enter

o '_ t. our perceptual world on h1s own terms We would be changed m the process

'Ihere are rrsks mvolved Could we trust chﬂdren to thmk for themselves to

- -decrde what to do wrth zoos and ammals? Could we hve w1th mountam hon in such a way i



that it remained wh‘blc, vétble to destroy as well as captivaté us? ‘Could we beginto

- recognizé all of those we have sgparatéd at "other" and begiﬁ a‘dialt')guve?' |
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LIMITATIONS

We make the path as we walk. anon.
This quote Was written on an old pieéé of cxa'rc‘l‘board which we set out at :eziéh‘
~meeting. It reflects the limitations as well as the'strengths of the program. As neither Jean
nor I had chosen a particular pa’"ch,‘ our movement was sometimes clumsy. There waé‘ also
a lot of time spent deciding on which way to go next, espécially in the beginning. Jeah and
I were often reluctant léaders,, stopping bﬁén to make sure we were followéd, ohly‘ tok
chaﬁge courses. |

| Even with a commitment to the idea that gainjngkliowledge isa complex and
sometimes chaotic éndeavor, the gro'u.p' 6ﬂe11 félt ﬁustrated by the 1a¢k of firm structure -
and direction. Tt was difficult to take the time to feel that frustration and to assertion
whether it was a response to our expectations about learning or whether we truly were
going astray“from our goals. For the six of ﬁs who still meet, this question has diminished.
- We have begun to utilize what we gai]ied from the program in our individual settings. We
are on our own paths as educatoré_, and the group's is one that sustains us for our
individual work. o |

Other limitations have to do with our ability to sustain and ’réaljie our visions for
education. We must hold thém, articulate them to our peers and supervisors, share them
with ourb studentsand find ways in which they are reflected in all parts of our learning
environmenf. This is difficult work which requires us to be many things. This is one
~ reason why we still meet. It is a life-long process. Within the context of our group, we
are helped along by the different talents and strengths that each of us have.
| Also, there is still the nagging compulsion to deliver a "product” which pleases all.

Test scores, docents who can recite c’orreét infofmation; these émd other "concrete results"

continue to seduce us. Every time we take time to concentrate on the process of learning,
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or reflect on the meaning of our learning experiences, we have less ﬁhﬁe for rbte |
edﬁcation. Our students have come to expect to take this time and; fpr‘ the most part, we

' insist upon 1t | , | | | v

In my teaching situation, time will téll; Tbe shift in philosophy and teaching
methbds are being most véﬂ‘evctively felt only by new docents. It is a slow procesé. My ‘
” administrators would']ike more "sexy" programs, but I have so far resisted and our
: prbgrams still please our visitors. A discussion on whether zoos should focus on education
or entertainment has begun in the zoo world. At our last American Association of Z00s
and Aquariums (AZA) conferencé, a Disney representative and a college
teacher/bioregiona]iét deba‘tédvthe issue. Like all Who are convinced that things will
continue to change, I will wait to see What dévelops. Meanwhile I continue to evolve my
owj; ecological perspective on teaching and am able to explain why I make the teaching
choices I do. I would appreciate the chance to enter into a dialogue with other zoo
educators, but so far this has not happened. 1 will continue to ask for it at each
conference.

For all of our program's stumbling, I believe that making our own path has helped
us develop an integrity of purpose. We know what we are doing and why We ate doing it.
As more people begin to enter into a dialogue about thesev deeper issues of education, we

will be ready to join them--so too, will our students.
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CONCLUSION

I designed a felationship diagram shown in Figure 1 to accompaﬁy a grant
proposal for a teacher workshop (see Figure 1). Tinclude it because it provides a visual
representation of some of the most important aspects of my ecological perspective on
teaching, It is also a direct result of our teacher education program. |

In it, nature and culture (society) are side by side in a yin/yang relationship.
Though the concepts listed on each side are different, they are intrinsically related in our
minds and perceptions. The processes listed on the wavy line that Separates yet links both
sides, are ways or processes which can be used to explore the rélationship between nature
and culture. |

The diagram presents no solution. It setsus a "'problem" or a way of beginning to
explore relationships between things which are sometimes considered as unconnected. Tt
suggests that the way we perceive nature and the way we perceive our cultural world are
related. It poses questions. Do we perceive nature as a web? Do we have a hierarchical
~ cultural view? Does our way of seeing nature have anything to do with the cultural world
we create? Have we evolved a way of perceiving nature that has left our cultural structure
in need of change?

Through dialogue and other processes we can begin to make some kind of
meaning from these seemingly separate concepts and of questions they bring up. The pbint
is to relate nature and culture as fundamentally inteﬁelated, and in that relationship, begin

to make new meaning of both.

41



Ecological Perspective on Teaching

’6%
i
e
* Hierarchy

-* Dichotomy
* Conformity
* Status Quo

* Web of Life ,
» Complexity/Relationship
* Diversity

* Change

42



"This diagram is a conclusion in the sense that it is a radically diﬂ‘erent vision of |
envrronmental educat1on than that whrch T held before the pro gram. It is, for me, the real
: work we a]l have ahead of us. As time goes by, I hope to discover more creat1ve ways to
,approa_ch this work. In dialogue with other-s,. I may discover some which I mrght
otherWise mlss This diagram will remain most meanihgﬁll ,oniy to me, as ‘representative of
a v151011 that guides my teaching efforts. |

Philosophers, educators screntrsts act1v1sts and futurists of all kinds have begun to
_ consrder the relatlonshrp between nature and culture Wlnle we will gain much by
Iv listening to them, we must also travel a path that takes us through a process .of rethinking
| ‘our own perceptual maps. This group, more than anything else, has taught me that
| _ transfonnatrve educatron begins in small groups of people who are committed to learning. -

CItis slow it is messy, but it is also powerful
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