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Expanding Environmental Education:
Thinking Critically, Thinking Culturally

E ducation is often understood as a
slow, cumulative approach to envi-
ronmental problems, an approach that
can take generations to physically
improve the land. What education can
do that other less culturally oriented
strategies cannot is build the founda-
tions for an ecologically sustainable
culture at the level of perceptions and
practices that transcend generational
boundaries. Environmental problems
result from environmental practices,
and environmental practices are cul-
tural activities. To change cultural
practices, in the long run, an environ-
mental education (EE) initiative that
works comprehensive understandings
of nature, culture, and the ecological
consequences of human practices nto
every area of the curriculum is needed.
To do this we need to change, deepen,
and complicate individual and cultural
perceptions of the world.

Although many call for the inclu-
sion of multiple disciplines in EE, in
the end, the cultural dimension is nar-
rowly understood and seldom a part of
the practice of EE. The culture that 1s
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taught is part of the details—for exam-
ple, that culture and ecology are inter-
connected, or the impact of culture on
nature. Some writers focus on cultural
processes, but only to shape and devel-
op pedagogy, not as content or as the
focus of an EE curriculum.' Often,
when educators call for mixing the dis-
ciplines, what they mean is inserting
science into nonscience subject areas.
They do not mean inserting an under-
standing of culture into the sciences.
The importance of cultural process-
es surfaces in discussions of miscon-
ceptions. For example, as Bruce Mun-
son (1994) explored problems in
teaching ecological concepts Munson
discovered the centrality of cultural
processes in environmental knowl-
edge. Munson put together a list of
what he considered the most important
concepts for environmental literacy.
This list includes concepts such as the
ecosystem, energy flow, carrying ca-
pacity, population cycles, and food
webs. Munson surveyed students re-
garding several of these ecological
concepts and found widespread mis-
conceptions, Munson identified several
key characteristics of misconceptions:
(a) “Misconceptions can represent ele-
ments of a coherent framework con
structed by the individual,” (b) “muis-
conceptions are constructed by

individuals in response to their verbal
and empirical experiences,” (¢) “mis-
conceptions are stable elements of an
individual’s conceptual framework and
highly resistant to change,” (d) “mis-
conceptions are useful to the individ-
ual,” (e) “misconceptions are behev-
able to the individual—they "make
sense,  and (f) “common types of mis-
conceplions exist within cultures and
across a range of ages” (p. 33).
Munson (1994) concluded that peo-
ple hold misconceptions concerning
the very basics of ecology. He pointed
out the fact that educators will not suc-
ceed in creating ecologically hterate
students by simply trying to fill in a
void of knowledge. No void exists. In-
stead of a void, students have miscon-
ceptions that already structure their
perception: “Instead |[educators] will
have to present students with experi-
ences that encourage them to abandon
their misconception in favor of scien-
tifically acceptable conceptions™ (p.
34). Munson noted the importance of
understanding that students are not
simply void of knowledge, that they
have developed explanations of how
the world works, and that these under-
standings structure their learning so
that they maintain misconceptions de-
spite learning new content knowledge.
Munson's (1994) work is limited in



scope, focused only on misconcep-
tions about the principles of a single
discipline. In his statement of environ-
mental literacy, the principles of ecol-
ogy arc the fundamentals. Yet, his
work shows the importance of under-
standing how individuals construct
knowledge. Central to this understand-
ing is his insight that misconceptions,
or alternative understandings, are
passed on through cultural processes
that span both geographical locations
and age groups. These misconceptions
explain the world to the individuals
who hold them and participate in
structuring newly acquired knowl-
edge. This means that learning content
is not enough 1if the interpretation of
the content is not addressed.

Munson (1994) believed that per-
ceptions arc culturally sited—thar in-
dividuals perceive the world and
information about the world within
cultural contexts. Individuals develop
understandings  and  perceptions
throughout their lives in the contexts
of their families. communities, sub-
cultures, and larger cultural groups.
These contexts not only shape how
individuals and groups interpret their
experiences but also their perceplions,
practices, and behaviors. Individual
and group knowledges are not gener-
ated in a void but within a context of
cultural activities, histories, and per-
ceptions. Recognizing the role of cul-
tural contexts in shaping individual
and group knowledge in every act of
creating knowledge is to recognize
that knowledge is culturally situat-
ed—that 1L 1s culturally sited.

Interestingly, although Munson
(1994) articulated this understanding
of how knowledge is shaped, he did
not include 1t among the principles he
wanted to teach to students. The prob-
lem, as he framed it, is one of peda-
gogy, not content. That students’ un-
derstanding how their beliefs shape
their own perceptions might help in
dissolving their misconceptions did
not seem to occur to him.

Elizabeth Klein and Eileen Merritt
(1994) developed an understanding of
the cultural siting of knowledge in
their examination of the connections
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between education and constructiv-
ism. For Klein and Merritt, the goals
of EE arec developing awareness.
knowledge, and commitment in stu-
dents, which will result in informed
decisions, responsible behavior, and
constructive actions concerning wild-
life and the environment. In their ex-
ploration of goals of EE they empha-
sized students’ need Lo develop an
awareness of how individual and col-
lective actions influence quality of life
and the environment; their need to
develop the thinking skills to mvesti-
gate 1ssucs, cvaluate alternatives, and
clanify values; and their need to devel-
op the skills necessary to take posilive
environmental action (p. 15). Klein
and Merritt pointed out that conven-
tional teaching methods cannot meet
these goals.

To overcome this problem Klein
and Merritt (1994) compared the goals
of EE with the premises of construc-
tivism. Constructivism comprises (wo
basic ideas: that the lcarmner actively
constructs knowledge and does not
passively receive information; and that
knowing is an adaptive process thal or-
ganizes one's experience of the world
and does not involve discovering an
independent, preexisting world out-
side the mind of the knower. Construc-
tivist pedagogy involves (a) “introduc-
tion of a real-life problem by the
students or teacher for the students to
resolve, (b) student-centered instruc-
tion facilitated by the teacher, (c) pro-
ductive group interaction during the
learning process, and (d) authentic
assessment and demonstration of stu-
dent progress™ (p. 15). In authentic as-
sessment, educators determine wheth-
er students can use concepts and skills
by requiring them to perform a task or
create a product. The task should sim-
ulate a real-world challenge that re-
quires a grasp of central concepts of
the studied field to solve.

Like Munson (1994), Klein and
Merritt (1994) based their pedagogy
on a constructivist paradigm, but they
did not teach the constructivist para-
digm to the students as a content area.
These concepts are central planks n
their critical assessment of method

and EE. Yet they did not include them
in EE content as part of the essential
knowledge students nced. Under-
standing the learning process 1s a part
of critical thinking and should not
only attect methods, but should bc
included as content as well. Learning
processes shape the understandings
held by participants in environmental
conflicts and problems as well as stu-
dents in the classroom, and without
understanding how knowledge is gen-
crated and shaped. students cannot
adequately understand the cultural
dimensions of many complex environ-
mental problems.

Susan Lewis and Kathy James
(1995) saw several problems in current
trends in EE. They thought there 15 too
much emphasis on nature studies and
on knowledge concerning environ-
ments that children do not encounter.
They criticized the current curricular
emphasis on biological science and
maintained that this emphasis i1s a rea-
son that people of color and of diverse
backgrounds have not been at the fore-
front of EE. With the lack of emphasis
on human ecology, few EE curricula
are appropriate for use in a multicul-
tural, urban sciting. Instead of focus-
ing on knowledge appropriate to
understanding wilderness areas, envi-
ronmental educators should address
issues that dircctly affect the audience.
For rural audiences this might be pes-
ticides and erosion; in urban arcas,
pollution and exposure Lo toxins,

Lewis and James (1995) pointed out
that commonly in EE environmental
quality 1s opposed to quality of life, as
if the two must be balanced, This eas-
ily leads to paradigms such as jobs
versus environment. But this is a part
of the representation of the situation
rather than the reality of the situation.
Lewis and James suggested instead
that educators should teach that expo-
sure to natural environments 18 a
prominent component of quality of
life. At the same time, many other en-
vironmental concerns are also quality-
of-life 1ssues, such as pollution, water
quality, air quality, exposure to toxins,
or lead poisoning. Environmental edu-
cators must realize and teach that these



are not environment versus quality-of-
life 1ssues, but quality-of-life issues in
and of themselves.

Lewis and James (1995) have 1den-
tified a representational pattern, a ten-
dency in popular discourse involving
environment and quahty of hfe. Un-
derstanding this representational pat-
tern, according to Lewis and James, is
a content arca that needs to be incor-
porated into EE. This brings a cultural
issue, understood as language and cul-
tural representations, into EE. Cultural
processes should not only affect peda-
gogy: they also are content areas that
are as important to include in the cur-
riculum as ecological principles.

Bob Jickhing (1994) criticized the
tendency of environmental educators
to teach a set of environmentally cor-
rect beliefs, He focused on problema-
tizing the concept of suslainable de-
velopment as representative of a set of
beliets many environmental educarors
are attempting to instill in their stu-
dents. Jickling analyzed the term to
show that it is not a simple, acceptable
set of values. Instead of being taught
Lo think for themselves, many students
are being taught “to beheve that sus-
tainable development constitutes a
constellation of correct environmental
views or that hidden beneath its cur-
rent obscurity hes an environmental
panacea” (p. 8).

Jickling (1994) focused on the need
for a sound educational theory involv-
ing critical thinking skills. What we
need is not programmed students but
students with the capability for auton-
omous thinking. Education should
teach people to think for themselves.
The method to instill critical thinking
skills involves teaching them philo-
sophical techniques.

Jickling (1994) argued that we
should teach children about sustain-
able development as a contested idea,
to know arguments for and against it.
Students should learn that ideas are
being criticized, and they should be
able to evaluate that criticism. They
should “realize that there is a debate
going on between a varnety ol stances,
between adherents of an ecocentric
worldview and those who adhere 1o an
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anthropocentric worldview™ (p. 8).
Environmental educators should teach
students to participate intelligently in
this debate; they should teach them
that “those various positions also con-
stitute logical arguments of greater or
less menit, and they will need to be
taught to use philosophical techniques
to aid their understanding and evalua-
tion of them. They will need to be well
educated to do this” (p. 8). Jickling
emphasized that students must be able
to “debate, evaluate, judge for them-
selves the relative merits of contesting
positions” (p. 8).

Tickling (1994) focused on a ratio-
nalist model of critical thinking. This
is a first good step, a needed layer in
critical thinking, but not enough. Log-
ical critical thinking has methods and
procedures for structuring perception.
It is a framework, a lens through which
lo struclure perceptions of reality, and
a very useful one, but it has its limits.
Like other methods it often legitimizes
deep cultural beliefs rather than expos-
ing them. Its most common application
1s in the form of scientific method,
This use makes scientific activities and
findings seem to reveal an objective,
indisputable reality. What this impres-
sion ignores is how often these indis-
putable, rational arguments change.
Often, what has been considered logi-
cal, rational, and critical changes dra-
matically as time passes and cultures
change.” Along with teaching critical
rationality, we need also to teach stu-
dents that often conflicts are not only
about rational arguments, but also
about the clash of cultural values and
perspectives. We need to teach how
culture works, because cultural differ-
ences frame what are seen as rational
arguments. The rational model of crit-
ical thinking has worked its way from
affecting how teachers perceive con-
tent to being part of the content of EE.
But a model of critical thinking that
recognizes the role that culture plays in
shaping perceptions ol issues has yet
to work its way into the content ol edu-
cation. It has only recently bheen
applied to pedagogy, to attempting to
influence how teachers understand the
content they teach and the process

through which they teach. It needs now
to be taught to the students as well.
They will not be critical thinkers with-
out this understanding.

This important cultural knowledge
includes an understanding of process-
es of representation. In the conven-
tional model of critical thinking—crit-
ical rationality—the thinker weighs
alternative arguments, examining
them rationally for consistency and
completeness, and then chooses the
strongest position. The strongesL posi-
tion is the one that makes the most
sense to the critical thinker. A model
of critical thinking that incorporates
the cultural conditioning of represen-
tation will recognize that each position
1s sited within a cultural context, as is
the critical thinker. Critical thinking
does not represent an objective, value-
free consideration of positions; critical
thinking is necessarily partial and
positioned within the cultural view-
points of cnitical thinkers. Is it rational
to place a dump in a certain area of
town? What 1s rational may look much
different to a city planner, to an
investor 1n the dump, and to someonc
who lives nearby. The differences in
their positioning within the culture
shape their perceptions of the situa-
tion. This means that alternative and
multiple rational perspectives are
always possible and often present.
Whalt is rational will look different to
different critical thinkers.

This idea 1s important for consider-
ing what Chantal Mouffe (1993)
called agonistic democracy. In agonis-
tic democracy, conflict is inevitable
and differences in perception are nat-
ural. The goal, for Moufte, is not 1o
sort through positions and then argue
for the most correct understanding of a
situation. She emphasized instead the
need for a new understanding of argu-
ment and conflict. The win-lose
model of rational argument 1ignores the
possibility of multiple, incompatible
rational positions. With a broader
understanding of argument and con-
flict, the goal s to learn (o move for-
ward 1n an arena that recognizes irrec-
oncilable differences. This will
involve a variety of strategies depend-



ing on the particular conflict. We need
a broader approach to critical thinking
than cntical rationality, and one that
resists reduction of complex situations
into simplified binary oppositions that
often develop into my position versus
the enemy’s position. By not expect-
ing to smooth over differences
between positions with rational argu-
ment, by expecting irreconcilable dif-
ferences, critical thinkers who are
aware of cultural processes can move
forward to negotiate these ditferences,
working with antagonism without let-
ting it fracture the need to negotiate.
This is a critical thinking method that
incorporates basic democratic princi-
ples in both its method and its content.

Without broadening both content
knowledge and our model of critical
thinking to include cultural processes,
we will not be able to meet most gen-
erally agreed upon objectives of EE.
The next step in developing the broad
EE initiative that can change our cul-
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ture and address the serious environ-
mental problems we all face is Lo inte-
grate cultural theory, to include it in
both educational content and critical

thinking models, and to think not only
critically but culturally.

NOTES

1. A few writers who do focus on cultural
processes include Bowers (1993), Orr (1992),
Corcoran and Sievers (1994), and Stevenson
(1993).

2, For turther examples of this idea, please
see Botkin (1990), Gould (1981), Kuhn (19707,
and Langston (1995), among others.
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