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Abstract

Inspired By Nature: The Positive Impact of
Environmentally-Based Art Education

Tara Noel Powley, M.A.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2012

Supervisor: Paul Bolin

In an age of increased environmental awareness, environmental education in
schools has become progressively valued and supported. With this in mind, the purpose
of this study was to investigate the significance of art education within the context of
environmental schools and other sites of environmental education. Specifically, this
research aimed to identify ways art education is being used as a means to strengthen
outdoor learning. Through qualitative research involving multiple case studies of the art
programs of three environmental charter schools and one nature center in Pennsylvania,
data was gathered by means of on-site observations and interviews with staff and students
of the aforementioned sites. Although the findings of this study indicated that each of the
sites incorporated some degree of art in their environmental curricula, the results
demonstrated a significant deficiency in the presence and support of art education in the
environmental education programs within each site. Based on the findings of this study,
suggestions were made concerning ways art may be used as a means through which
students might more closely examine and experience the natural environment.
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Chapter One: Introduction to Study: Background of the Study
The connection existing between art and the environment has been discussed and
written about for decades, both within the field of art education and other areas of
academia. In the early 1960s through the early 1980s, the environmental art movement
brought forth “earth artists” who, while not always concerned with the conservation of
nature, “used the land as a field of operation” (Blandy, Congdon, & Krug, 1998, p. 232).
These attitudes were soon changed through the works of artists such as Joseph Beuys:
“Beuys believed that art and life were interconnected as are culture, nature, and
ecological systems” (Blandy, Congdon, & Krug, 1998, p. 232). With strong beliefs such
as these, he began to advocate that political action be taken to protect and conserve the
earth.
In 1970, shortly after the first Earth Day celebration, President Richard Nixon
signed “Title Three, which provided funding for and mandated that every state develop
and incorporate environmental education strategies and curriculum into their schools”
(Haskin, 2003, p. 2). Since the signing of Title Three, environmental schools, or schools
with an emphasis on environmental science and preservation, and other environmental
curricula and programs have come into existence. While many art programs have begun
to explore environmental connections, there still exists a deficiency in the presence and
importance of environmentally-focused art programs within educational institutions.
Within the field of art education, numerous articles have been written concerning the
connection between art and the natural environment, as well as the ways this connection
1

has been utilized within art classrooms. Much of this material addresses ways an art
program can instill within a child a greater sense of responsibility and connectedness to
their natural and built environments (Barbosa, 1992; Coutts, & Jokela, 2008; McFee &
Degge, 1977; Pattemore, 1974; Sanger, 1997; Song, 2008). While much literature exists
concerning this connection and responsibility to nature through art education, there
appears to be a lack of information regarding ways an environmental focus might affect
the learning that occurs within the art classroom.
Environmentally-focused schools such as environmental charter schools, green
schools, and eco schools, have begun to increase in popularity as the importance of
environmental education has grown. With this in mind, I set out to better understand the
significance of art education in the context of environmental programs and ways an
environmentally-focused art program would be of educational value, both within the
context of environmental schools and other educational sites. Since environmental charter
schools have mission statements specifically encouraging an environmental focus in the
school curricula, they were selected as the primary focus of my research.
Each of the environmental charter schools was selected based on its location and
exceptional art program and successes within the field of environmental education. From
each school, I gathered information regarding the curriculum, learning activities,
instructional techniques, teaching philosophies and other related educational materials
that have contributed to the creative learning of the students in the art classroom.
Interviews with teachers, administration, and students were conducted in order to gauge
the influence that environmental studies have on the creative learning of the art students.
2

The information gathered from these school observations and interviews was then
analyzed and used to assist in the development of ideas and suggestions for the
development of environmentally-focused art curricula to be utilized in a variety of
educational settings.

RESEARCH QUESTION
This study addresses the following research question:
Utilizing information regarding curriculum, learning activities, instructional
techniques, teaching philosophies and related educational materials secured through
communications and on-site observations with personnel from the art programs of four
sites of environmental education, what appears to be the function of art education within
an environmentally-focused setting, and what information can be drawn from these sites
to help provide ideas and support for the development or furtherance of environmentallyfocused art programs?
PROBLEM STATEMENT
While many art programs have begun to explore environmental connections, there
still exists a deficiency in the presence and importance of environmentally-focused art
programs within educational institutions. In an initial search for environmental schools, I
found that, out of a sample of 10 schools ranging from elementary to high school, only
two had environmentally-focused art programs. Of the remaining eight environmental
schools, two offered no formal art program. The remaining six schools provided a very
traditional art curriculum, utilizing elements of art history, studio art, aesthetics, and
3

criticism. In addition to this lack of environmental focus, there appears to be a lack of art
curricula reflecting the experiential learning inherent to environmental education
curricula.
With the above information in mind, this research addressed the significance of
art education in the context of environmental programs and provided assistance in the
consideration of ways that an environmentally-focused art program would be of
educational value, both within the context of environmental schools and other educational
institutions. The focus of my research centered around the role of an art program in an
environmental school and ways environmental studies could benefit creative learning in
an art program, as opposed to focusing on ways an art program would benefit
environmental studies.

MOTIVATIONS FOR RESEARCH: PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL
Having grown up in Colorado and worked for many years as a camp counselor
and art director in the mountains of Yosemite National Park, the hill country of
Pennsylvania and Connecticut, and the islands and beaches of Greece, I cherish the
learning that occurs through creating, working, and exploring within natural
environments.

Being highly involved in environmental activities such as hiking,

backpacking, rock climbing, and snowboarding, I am very interested in incorporating
environmental studies and explorations into my teaching. On a personal level, I would
like to network with other individuals in the field of education who cherish and support
the learning that occurs within the natural environment. I would also like to learn more
4

about environmental schools in general—their history, development, successes, and
goals.
On a professional level, I plan to incorporate this research into the development of
my own art curriculum. Within the field of art education, my research addresses the
important role that environmental studies can play in the learning and thinking that
occurs in an art classroom and will have the potential to aid in the curriculum
development of art programs in environmental schools and other educational institutions.
Additionally, information gathered from my research could be used to support the
development of new art programs and the strengthening of existing programs.

SPECULATIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY
Through my research, I anticipated that I would learn a great deal about
environmental schools and the role of art education within an environmentally-focused
institution. I speculated that I would discover the benefits of incorporating hands-on,
environmental explorations into an art program through my observations of strong art
programs that had successfully established connections between the art curriculum and
environmental studies. Through my observations of classes and interviews with students,
I hypothesized that I would observe the positive impact of environmental explorations on
the student learning within the art classroom.

5

LIMITATIONS TO STUDY
Focus of Study
The focus of my study was limited to the art programs of three environmental
schools and one nature center in Pennsylvania: Green Woods Charter School,
Wissahickon Charter School, Seven Generations Charter School, and The Schuylkill
Center for Environmental Education. Within these three schools, I studied the art
curriculum, instruction, and interactions occurring within the art classroom. During my
site visits, I formally interviewed the art teachers and students from multiple grade levels,
as well as informally conversed with other staff members about their school’s
environmental program and art program. In addition to these environmental schools, I
also toured the facilities and spoke with staff members associated with the environmental
art education program at The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education—a nature
center sharing facilities with Green Woods Charter School. Prior to site visits, I was in
contact with the art teachers, staff, and administration of these sites in order to gather
background information about them. I also researched the school websites and materials
related to environmental schools and my research techniques.

Time Periods
Since my research focused on the influence of environmentally-focused art
programs on student learning, I conducted my research towards the end of the first
semester of the school year. This allowed students and staff the time to be more familiar
with the curriculum and flow of the art classroom. Prior to my visit, I was in frequent
6

communication with the art teachers of each school to stay updated on the lesson plans
and class experiences throughout the semester. I visited the school sites in late October
2010—observing at least one full day of art classes and interviewing students in three
different grade levels. Due to Green Woods Charter School’s location onsite of The
Schuylkill Center, as well as their collaborative work with the nature center, I spent one
of my research days observing The Schuylkill Center and interviewing staff members
who work closely with the art classroom at Green Woods Charter School. Together, I
visited and conducted observations and research at four educational sites.

Number/Purpose
I wished to study the art programs of three environmental schools as a means to
gather information from three different approaches to environmental education. The first
location, Green Woods Charter School, is a public environmental charter school for
grades K-8. Their program is unique to other charter schools in that it is located onsite of
the Schuylkill Center, and its art program frequently collaborates with the nature center.
According to press releases on the Green Woods Charter School’s website, it is a model
environmental charter school for other groups wishing to start their own charter school
and often receives visiting educators and school board members.
Wissahickon Charter School was selected due to its urban environment. Because
of its location, Wissahickon Charter School attracts a majority of students who are a
lower to middle class, African American population. This school is situated directly
across the street from Fernhill Park, and within walking distance of The Wissahickon
Creek. Wissahickon Charter School opened its doors in 2002, six years prior to the
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opening of Green Woods Charter School, and is home to the Mural Arts after school
program.
Seven Generations Charter School, the third location I visited, was chosen
because of its rural, small town setting. The school, which was opened in 2009, is located
in an abandoned silk factory building. Situated in the small town of Emmaus,
Pennsylvania, Seven Generations Charter School is surrounded by miles of hiking trails.
In addition to observing an environmental charter school in a more rural setting, I also
wished to observe a school that had only recently opened.
During my observations of these three schools, I proposed to gather the best
qualities of each program, rather than compare the qualities of the schools, in order to
secure a more rich and complete sampling of successful learning outcomes. These
schools provided me with a wider range of learning environments and the successes and
challenges associated with each respective environment. In this way I was able to collect
a range of samples of the ways in which environmental education has been utilized to
enhance student learning.

RESEARCH METHOD
Since most of my research was conducted within three environmental schools, I
elected to use a multiple case study research approach. One of the strengths of case study
data collection is that it provides the opportunity to gather information from a variety of
sources (Yin, 2002). In this approach, data can be collected using sources such as
archival records, documents, observations, structured interviews and surveys, focus
8

interviews, and open-ended interviews. Collecting data from several of these sources and
research sites provides greater validity to the research findings. In this study, the multiple
case study approach presented the opportunity for a broader perspective on my research
locations, as I intentionally chose four very different sites of environmental education.
Prior to my visits, I was in communication with the art teachers from each of my
sites—gathering lesson plans and updates from the semester’s art classes. I also used
email communications to make arrangements for student interviews. Due to the necessity
of parental permission forms for every student interview, I asked that the art teachers
select two or three students from three different grades—second, fourth, and fifth. Due to
schedule conflicts at Green Woods Charter School, I interviewed students in eighth grade
rather than fifth. For the purposes of data analysis, I strove to maintain consistency
regarding the data collected and interview questions asked during each site visit. The only
exception to this was The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, as it was not
an environmental charter school.
During my three school visits, I spent a significant amount of time in the art
classrooms. While in these classrooms, I acted as an overt observer, watching and
recording the classroom instruction and student interactions with limited to no
participation on my part (Cousin, 2009, p. 119). These observations were documented
through the use of both a research diary in which I recorded my field notes and through
photographic documentation of the sites (see Appendices N – Q).
In addition to observations, I conducted semi-structured interviews with the art
teachers and students. I chose to use a semi-structured approach for these interviews
9

because it provided an informal interviewing atmosphere, while still utilizing a set of
prepared questions as a guiding framework. Most of my student interviews were
conducted while students were working on their art projects. My interviews with the art
teachers were recorded in audio form, in order to allow for a more relaxed and
conversational interview process (see Appendices A – M). During my observations and
casual conversations with the art teachers, I gathered additional educational documents
such as sample lesson plans, art projects, and other curriculum-related materials (Cousin,
2009, p. 147). I arrived an hour or so prior to the first art class of the day and left an hour
or two after the last art class, in order to observe the school day in its entirety.
A more detailed description of the multiple case study research method and the
techniques associated with this approach is provided in Chapter Two: Review of
Literature/Methodologies.

DEFINITION OF TERMS
This section defines terms relative to this field of study. The definitions provided
are interpretations of the words and terms as they are used in my writing and research.

Built Environment
McFee and Degge (1977) define “built environment” as “buildings, spaces, and
transporation networks” (p. 10). In a more broad sense, a built environment is any space
or structure made or modified by people. This includes, but is not limited to, built
landscapes such as human-made city parks.
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Environmental Art
Environmental Art, as defined by Stephanie Ross (1998) in “What is
Environmental Art?,” is work that not only “uses its site as a medium—digging,
sculpting, or otherwise rearranging the environs—or merely responds to, references, or
records the particularities of that site,” but also has “some relationship more intimate than
merely being there” or being about the site. Environmental art should not be confused
with art that is exhibited outdoors, public art, or works about the environment (such as
landscapes). “Much environmental art,” as described by Ross (1998) “is ephemeral
(made to disappear or transform), designed for a particular place (and can’t be moved) or
involves collaborations between artists and others, such as scientists, educators or
community groups (distributed ownership)” (Greenmuseum.org).

Environmental Artist
An environmental artist produces environmental art (see definition of
Environmental Art).

Environmental Charter Schools
As
defined
on
the

Green

Woods

Charter

School

website,

GreenWoodsCharter.org, charter schools are public schools, funded by tax dollars.
However, they differ from traditional public schools in that they are “mandated to be
‘innovative’ in their approach to teaching and learning while also accountable to the
local, state, and federal governments.” While environmental charter schools are expected
to teach “a standards-based curriculum by qualified teachers,” they do so while teaching
with an environmental focus. In the case of both Green Woods Charter School and Seven
11

Generations Charter School, they chose to adopt SEER’s EIC Model (see definition) as a
framework for their program.

Environmental Education/Environmental Studies
The terms “environmental education” or “environmental studies” refer to a
program or curriculum that focuses on teaching elements of environmental science (see
definition of “environmental science”). Kath Murdoch (1993) provides a very clear
definition of environmental education in Ideas for Environmental Education in the
Elementary Art Classroom. In her words, “Environmental education is the process
through which children come to understand and appreciate the environment and their
connection to it. It aims to develop the skills and willingness to make decisions and take
action to sustain the planet” (p. 3).

EIC Model (Environment as an Integrating Context for improving student learning)
The EIC Model was developed by the State Education & Environmental
Roundtable (SEER) in 1997. According to SEER’s website, “Learning based on the EIC
Model is about using a school’s surroundings and community as a framework within
which students can construct their own learning guided by teachers and administrators
using proven educational practices.” The EIC Model uses interdisciplinary instruction,
community-based investigations, collaborative instruction, learner-centered approaches,
independent and cooperative learning, and explorations in local natural and community
surroundings as a means to achieve a more holistic instructional practice. Due to its
holistic approach, the EIC model has been adopted by many environmental schools.
12

Environmental Science
In Basics of Environmental Science, Michael Allaby (2000) defines
environmental science as a field of study that “embraces all those disciplines which are
concerned with the physical, chemical, and biological surroudings in which organisms
live” (p. 2). Students in environmental science classes study topics such as pollution,
global warming, forest conservation, soil erosion, and changes in the earth’s atmosphere.

Natural Environment
In contrast to built environments, natural environments reflect little human
influence or impact. Ian Dickson (2008) provides a similar definition on his website,
Natural-Environment.com. According to Dickson, “a natural environment is an
environment that is as close as possible to its natural state – one that is relatively
unaffected by human activity.” Forests, lakes, islands, and mountains would be some
examples of such environments.

Teaching Philosophy
As part of my interview process, I asked art teachers several questions regarding
their teaching philosophy. For this reason, I felt it pertinent to define the term “teaching
philosophy,” as it will be utilized in my research.
Teaching philosophy can be defined in terms of the components of a Teaching
Philosophy Statement. The Teaching Center of Washington University in St. Louis
provides an excellent description of a Teaching Philosophy Statement on their website,
stating: “The Statement is a one- to two-page document that provides a clear, concise
account of your teaching approach, methods, and expertise. Each statement should be
13

unique. Nonetheless, the following guidelines should be helpful to you as you prepare
your statement. A Teaching Philosophy Statement should answer four fundamental
questions: 1) Why do you teach? 2) What do you teach? 3) How do you teach? 4) How
do you measure your effectiveness?” (The Teaching Center, 2007). Similar questions
were utilized during my interviews in order to better understand the philosophies of the
art teachers interviewed in this study.

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION
My research addressed the significance of art education in the context of
environmental programs and is intended to provide assistance in the consideration of the
ways in which an environmentally-focused art program would be of educational value,
both within the context of environmental schools and other educational institutions. As
mentioned previously, while some environmental schools have strong environmentallyfocused art programs, many offer traditional art classes or have no art classes at all. My
research will benefit the field of art education through demonstrating the important role
of art education in environmental schools, as well as the benefits of environmental studies
to student learning within the art classroom. The information gathered during my on-site
observations and additional research can then be used to assist in the development of
environmentally-focused art programs and curricula.
Environmental education is relatively new to the field of art education. While I
am not advocating that environmental education be the sole focus of an art curriculum, I
do believe that it lends itself to creative learning in a way unlike any other field. In
14

society today, students are constantly inundated with technology and artificial
environments. In a given day, it is possible, if not probable, that students will spend no
more than an hour of the school day outdoors—most of which is spent travelling from
one building to another. This ever-increasing “nature deficit” has been written about by
authors such as Suzi Gablik (2002) and Richard Louv (2005) in attempts to inspire
parents and teachers to encourage students to spend more time exploring the natural
world. This deficit is particularly apparent in larger cities and urban environments.
During their interviews, several students expressed fear, disgust, or discomfort at the
thought of creating artwork outside, suggesting that they found the floors of the art
classroom to be cleaner and safer than the grass and dirt outside. Education that
emphasizes the value of environmental study is needed.
Art education has a unique opportunity to address this “nature deficit” and instill
within students a deep appreciation and connection to the natural environment. Through
creating works inspired by and created in the natural environment, students not only hone
their artistic observational skills, but also increase their understanding of the natural
world. In addition, big ideas such as recycling and respect for the environment can be
addressed through an environmentally-focused art curriculum, as students become more
aware of the inhabitants and beauty of the natural world.
This chapter discussed the foundation and impetus behind my study of the art
programs of three environmental charter schools and an environmental center, as well as
the ways in which this study might benefit the field of art education. The following

15

chapter presents a review of the literature that provided further background information
for my study.
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature/Methodologies
Chapter Two contains four subsections that address environmental education and
my research of the three environmental charter schools and nature center , the subject of
my research. While much has been written about the use of environmental studies in an
art classroom (Coutts & Jokela, 2008; Glatthorn, 1987; Gradle, 2007; Graham, 2007),
there is a lack of information available concerning ways these environmental explorations
might affect student learning. With this in mind, literature pertaining to environmental
art, environmental science, the connection between art and the environment, and ways art
education has utilized and responded to environmental studies were used to develop a
more solid foundation for my research. In addition, literature concerning research
methodologies and tools provided additional background support for this study.

ART, ART EDUCATION, AND THE ENVIRONMENT
This research centered on the role of an art program within an environmentallyfocused educational atmosphere. With this in mind, a thorough understanding of the
connection between art, art education, and the environment provided important insights
into my study. Literature concerning environmental art, the connection between art and
the environment, and how art education has utilized and responded to environmental
studies, aided me in my observations and analysis of art programs situated within these
environmental education sites.
Philosopher John Dewey wrote a significant amount on the subjects of art and
nature, education through experience, and education and nature. In Art as Experience,
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Dewey (1934) discusses the importance of learning through experience and experiencing
the environment through art. The book includes chapters about having true
“experiences,” the act of expression, the human contribution to the aesthetic experience,
as well as chapters concerning philosophy and art criticism.
Dewey’s book opens with a discussion of the aesthetic experience of art, both for
the creator and the viewer. According to Dewey (2003),
The existence of art is concrete proof. . .that man uses the materials and energies
of nature with intent to expand his own life, and that he does so in accord with the
structure of his organism—brain, sense organs, and muscular system. Art is the
living and concrete proof that man is capable of restoring consciously, and thus on
the plane of meaning, the union of sense, need, impulse and action characteristic
of the live creature. (p. 25)
So, it is natural for individuals to interact and better understand nature through the human
senses. The creation of artwork, by this same logic, provides the sensory experiences and
interactions necessary to unite with the natural environment. Dewey continues to address
these notions as he discusses “naturalism” and the very existence of art as a
representation of the interactions between man and nature. Through interactions between
the artist and nature, art can be used as a tool to increase not only knowledge, but also
awareness of the intricacies of surrounding environments.
In The Reenchantment of Art, Suzi Gablik (2002) addresses the important role art
plays in renewing both ecological and cultural awareness. Each chapter offers examples
of works of art that are working towards this “awareness of our symbiotic relationship
with nature” (p. 77). Through these examples, Gablik provides an excellent illustration of
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the connection between art and the environment, as well as the benefit of such a
connection to cultural awareness.
Artists, according to Gablik (2002), must be actively involved in creating an
awareness of the relationship which exists between humans and the natural environment.
In her words:
The rational framework of modern aesthetics has left us with an ontology of
objectification, permanence, and egocentricity, which has seriously undermined
art’s inherent capacity to be communicative and compassionately responsive, or
to be seen also as a process, rather than exclusively as fixed forms. (p. 60)
This “communicative and compassionately responsive” nature of art lends itself to
explorations and interactions within the natural environment. Not only does art offer the
artist a working relationship with the environment, but also provides viewers with their
own experience with nature. Gablik references artist James Turrell’s observatory in the
Roden Crater as an example: “The artist does not own the experience; instead, he puts us
in front of the thing itself, so it becomes our experience—we get inside the landscape and
can develop our own affective ties with it” (p. 83). Through experiences such as these,
environmental art becomes a learning tool through which to better understand the natural
environment.
In “Art, Ecological Restoration, and Art Education,” Doug Blandy, Kristin G.
Congdon, and Don H. Krug (1998) address the use of environmental art and
environmental studies as a method for increasing awareness and understanding of the
environment. Their article specifically focuses on contemporary environmental artists and
programs that are promoting ecological restoration and the opportunities that these
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present for art educators. Suggestions are provided for involving art educators and their
students in further environmental studies for the benefit of ecological restoration. The
article closes with a brief summary of the benefits that environmental, or ecological,
studies can have in an art classroom.
The article begins with a discussion of the development of environmental art and
the ecological restorative mindset. Environmental art emerged from the earthworks and
land art of the environmental art movement in the late 1960s to early 1980s. From this
review of environmental artists and art, Blandy, Congdon, and Krug (1998) then provide
a list of several orientations that environmental artists might bring to their work. These
include the following:
the use of ordinary materials, a consideration of nature and ethnicity, recycling
and location, gender and ecofeminism, environmental devastation, sign texts, and
ecological and cultural restoration. . . .All of these approaches can be discussed
and used in art education settings. (p. 233)
Artists such as Robert Rauschenberg and Andy Goldsworthy bring ordinary, natural
materials into galleries and museums to provide people with the opportunity to
understand and experience everyday things in a new way. For example, “Robert
Rauschenberg’s 1971 Mud Muse, installed at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
consisted of 1,000 gallons of drillers mud in a tank that was activated to bubble through
sound technology” (Blandy, Congdon, & Krug, 1998, p. 233). For one of Andy
Goldsworthy’s gallery installations, he placed giant snowballs in a pile on the floor. As
the snow melted, the debris collected during the formation of the snowballs was
deposited on the gallery floor. Along the same lines as Rauschenberg and Goldsworthy,
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many artists now work with materials outside the art world. Artist Harmony Hammond’s
Floorpiece VI was constructed by painting old pieces of cloth. Other environmental
artists work to increase cultural awareness through projects such as Lisa Blackburn and
John Hartom’s The Empty Bowls Project, in which meals were served in handmade
ceramic bowls in exchange for money to be donated to hunger organizations. Betty
Beaumont’s work concerned society’s responsibility to create solutions to environmental
problems. Her Ocean Landmark Project in 1980, a reef consisting of 17,000 blocks from
500 tons of recycled coal ash, helped to counter the effects of overfishing and water
pollution by providing a new home for plants and fish (Blandy, Congdon, & Krug, 1998,
p. 238). The works of these environmental artists provide excellent resources for art
educators. In the words of Blandy, Congdon, and Krug (1998),
Bringing an ecologically restorative orientation to their teaching will allow art
educators to encourage their students to see themselves as connected to nature, a
part of nature rather than apart from it. Attitudes toward materials become
participatory rather than “masterful.” (p. 241)
With these new attitudes towards materials come new perspectives on the function of artmaking, aesthetics, art criticism, and art appreciation. These changing perspectives must
be taken into consideration as curricula is developed for an art class wishing to
incorporate environmental or ecological studies.
June King McFee and Rogena M. Degge (1977) present a suggested teaching
model for an environmentally-focused art program in Art, Culture, and Environment: A
Catalyst for Teaching. The book is divided into seven parts; each provides a different
approach to enhance art teaching and learning. These various sections address multiple
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learning approaches and teaching strategies to meet the needs of different learning styles.
The fourth part, titled “Art and Environmental Design,” relates art training and learning
to evaluating and redesigning both built and natural environments.
According to McFee and Degge (1977), “Art is not an appendage, but an integral
part of decision-making.” The qualities of both the natural and built environments within
communities hinge upon the ability of people to “use their design sensitivity, their social
responsibility, and their ecological concerns together to solve environmental problems”
(p. 10). The connection between art and the environment not only fosters this sensitivity
to ecological concerns, but also creates greater awareness of the shared environment in
which students live and the relationships that exist between the various elements within
these environments. After this introduction, McFee and Degge describe a variety of
lessons to build skills such as visual awareness and accuracy, spatial relations, and visual
interpretation to enhance this sensitivity to the environment. In addition, ideas for the
creation of motivating learning environments are given as a means to further enrich
environmental explorations and learning.
These resources directed toward art and the environment by Gablik (2002),
McFee and Degge (1977), Blandy, Congdon, and Krug (1998), and Dewey (1934)
provide information regarding the connection between art and the environment, the role
of such a connection on student learning, and lesson plans incorporating environmental
studies into an art program. This information aided me as I observed art classrooms and
lessons in the environmental schools examined in my study.
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ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES AND ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION
Most of my research was conducted through on-site observations and interviews
within the confines of three environmental charter schools. With this in mind, the
literature in this section addresses the history of environmental science, or environmental
studies, within the field of education and provides a general overview of this area of
study.
John Haskin (2003) offers a historical overview and description of environmental
education in “Education in the United States: Teaching in the Present, Preparing Students
for the Future.” This article originated from a paper presented at the International
Symposium on Environmental Education, on February 19, 1999 in Tokyo, Japan. In his
article, Haskin outlines the historic roots of environmental thought and practices, as well
as presents practices and future possible directions for environmental education in the
United States.
According to Haskin (2003), “Environmental thought in the United States has its
roots in the Romantic-Nature Movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries” (p. 2). It
was not until the year of the first Earth Day celebration in 1970 that President Richard
Nixon signed “Title Three, which provided funding for and mandated that every state
develop and incorporate environmental education strategies and curriculum into their
schools” (p. 2). In 1919, decades prior to this legal mandate, environmental education had
already taken root due to the work of a group of educators led by educational philosopher
John Dewey. One of Dewey’s students, L.B. Sharp began a “child-centered, inquirybased school camping approach” in 1930, which was adopted by many schools as an
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educational model after Title Three was signed in 1970 (Haskin, 2003, p. 3). Since 1970,
groups such as the North American Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE)
and the Independent Commission on Environmental Education (ICEE) have studied the
accuracy of environmental curricula and the efficacy of such programs, working to define
a “clearer path for environmental education” (Haskin, 2003, p. 4). The overarching goal
of an effective environmental education program, as stated by Haskin (2003), is to bring
“about an increased awareness and appreciation of nature” (p. 5). Environmental
educators must strive to “create educational experiences that challenge our students’
perspectives both locally and globally” (Haskin, 2003, p. 5).
Environmental education is a term that has been in existence for many decades.
Yet, according to Palmer, many contemporary educators work under the delusion that
environmental education is new. For this reason, educators continue to reinvent the wheel
as they attempt to devise guidelines for environmental education. With this in mind,
Palmer (2003) advocates that, with regards to guidelines, her readers “direct their energy
to refinement, criticism, implementation and development of the ideas they contain,
rather than to re-invention of their core content” (p. 3). The result of these energies would
be the growth and furtherance of environmental education, as opposed to the stagnation
of ideas.
Towards the end of the book, Palmer illustrates through four different case
studies, the successful ways in which environmental education may be structured,
organized, and delivered, utilizing an integrated model. With regard to this new
integrated model of environmental education, Palmer (2003) states,
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The components [the integrated model] embraces reflect the true complexity of
thinking and learning in relation to the environment. Inevitably, individual
contexts will warrant a greater or lesser emphasis being placed on each of the
elements within the whole. The key thing is that they are all represented,
interlinked and mutually supportive. No aspect of the model can be left to chance
or opportunistic coverage. (p. 148)
This new model for environmental education lends itself to an interdisciplinary approach
to environmental education, which has become increasingly popular in public school
systems and appears to be a useful tool through which to better address and understand
contemporary issues in environmental education.
Fields of Green: Restorying Culture, Environment, and Education, edited by
Marcia McKenzie, Paul Hart, Heesoon Bai, and Bob Jickling (2009), addresses
contemporary issues facing environmental educators and directions environmental
education is headed. The book is comprised of twenty chapters, each written by different
scholars in the fields of environmental science, environmental education, education,
philosophy, art, social science, and language arts. Each chapter offers a different
perspective and discussion concerning the future of environmental education, its
relationship with culture, and how this connection might be employed towards a more
ecologically sustainable practice.
According to Sean Blenkinsop and Kieran Egan (2009) in the second chapter of
Fields of Green, “Three ‘Big Ideas’ and Environmental Education,” environmental
educators “lack an adequate theoretical foundation to support what [they] think of as
being the practice and goals of environmental education.” This is in large part due to the
fact that “current environmental education theory draws extensively and at times
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unreflectively from general educational theory” (p. 85). Since “general educational
theory” has its roots in modern western culture, which “tends to situate itself in
competition with the non-human world . . . there is a very real potential for
incompatibility in trying to educate for a different environmental situation using the tools,
principles, and theoretical foundations of the current educational system” (p. 85). For the
last three decades, environmental education has struggled to find its own identity. Edgar
Gonzalez-Gaudiano and Rosa Nidia Buenfil-Burgos (2009) discuss the various identities
of environmental education in Chapter 3, titled “The Impossible Identity of
Environmental Education.” Based on the ideas expressed by Blenkinsop and Egan,
Gonzalez-Gaudiano and Buenfil-Burgos (2009) surmise that “the identity of
[environmental education] embedded in the different views of environmentalism does not
entail a pure, predetermined essence, but rather is a heterogeneous composite of different
meanings, provided by conflicting approaches to define this identity” (p. 102).
The subsequent chapters discuss matters associated with specific identities or
roles of environmental education. According to Heesoon Bai (2009) in the sixth chapter,
“Reanimating the Universe,” the role of environmental education should be to protect,
nurture, and expand “the capacity for animism, that is, the capacity to be fully alive in the
way that we sensuously participate in the phenomenological world of biotic
communities” (p. 146). This concept of reanimation and the need for human beings to
explore and participate in the natural world is reiterated in Chapter 8, “Sitting on an Old
Grey Stone,” as Bob Jickling (2009) discusses field trips as important learning
experiences: “These experiences enable an important way of knowing, and that knowing
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is deeply personal, emotional in nature and lies at the heart of our ability to be ethical
beings” (p. 164). While experiences associated with environmental education are
frequently associated with outdoor education, they also include the built environments of
cities. In Chapter 17, “The Place of the City in Environmental Education,” Milton
McClaren speaks of the importance of incorporating urban environmental experiences
into school programs. He states that,
Although environmental educators often argue for the importance of reconnecting
humans with nature, the sort of natural places they describe appear to exclude that
peculiarly human construction known as the city, even though growing numbers
of students of environmental education—not to mention environmental educators
themselves—live most of their lives in urban settings. (p. 303)
While McClaren does not advocate for a shift in focus from natural environments to built
environments, he presents a valid argument for a more inclusive and aware
environmental classroom. McClaren, together with the other authors of the chapters
comprising Fields of Green, present a wide array of possibilities through which to further
curriculum development and education within the field of environmental studies.
These resources directed toward environmental studies by Haskin (2003), Palmer
(2003) and McKenzie, Hart, Bai, and Jickling (2009) provided specific information
concerning the history environmental education and its current position within the field of
education. These sources supplied preparatory information needed prior to conducting
my research on the campuses of three environmental charter schools.

ENVIRONMENTALLY-FOCUSED ART CURRICULA
My research focused on the role of an art program in an environmental school and
ways an environmental focus might impact student art learning. With these foci in mind,
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the literature contained in this section offers suggestions for environmentally-focused art
explorations and lessons.
Nature journaling is an excellent tool to be used in an art classroom. Through
journaling, students become more attuned to the happenings and minute details around
them. In the book Into the Field: A Guide to Locally Focused Teaching, authors Ann
Zwinger, John Tallmadge, Clare Walker Leslie, and Tom Wessels discuss the
possibilities of nature journaling and the learning that can occur through this medium. In
her chapter, “Teaching Nature Journaling and Observation,” Clare Walker Leslie (1999)
suggests the following:
In addition to offering students a one-on-one connection with their own
immediate environment, the nature journal is a wonderfully flexible teaching tool.
It integrates many disciplines and allows opportunities for various styles of
learning. It offers students who learn visually more readily than aurally a way of
using their often keen drawing skills, and can allow time not only for drawing and
writing, but also for outdoor exploration and reflection. (p. 37)
Since the focus of nature journaling is on observation skills, as opposed to
drawing skills, students are freed from pressure to produce a finished work of art and are
encouraged to center their attention on recording their findings. Under this guise, nature
journaling is a wonderful way to encourage all students to grow in both their drawing and
observational skills. Since little equipment is required, this is a project that can be easily
included in any classroom. In addition to drawing from direct observation, Leslie
suggests having a variety of field guides available for students’ reference. She suggests
keeping the first few journaling trips fun and task-oriented until students get used to the
idea of drawing from their own discoveries. Leslie (1999) explains,
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Even for students who are resistant to going outdoors, having a very hands-on and
specific assignment can help. I have had students say they were ‘allergic’ to
nature or ‘afraid of bugs.’ Once drawing, once engaged looking for things to
draw, the itching, sneezing, scratching usually stops. (p. 43)
Through having specific goals or assignments, students are eased into outdoor
explorations. Consistency and frequency of outdoor excursions will also provide a sense
of comfort to students with limited exposure to the natural world.
In addition to nature journaling, there are many other environmental projects that
can be brought into the art classroom. Good Earth Art: Environmental Art for Kids, by
Mary Ann F. Kohl (1991) and Ideas for Environmental Education in the Elementary
Classroom by Kath Murdoch (1993) provide a variety of ideas and lesson plans through
which environmental education can be brought into an art curriculum.
Good Earth Art: Environmental Art for Kids contains over one hundred different
environmental art projects, categorized by the following titles: “Painting and Drawing,”
“Sculpture and Mobiles,” “Collage and Printing,” “Weaving and Crafts,” and
“Homemade by Hand.” Each lesson plan outlines the materials needed, the process, and
possible variations for the project. Some of the art projects include: nature boxes,
driftwood sculptures, nest constructions, seashell chimes, waxed paper leaf collages, solar
prints, cattail fluff pillows, and nature wreaths. In regards to her projects, Kohl (1991)
explains:
The art experiences in Good Earth enable children to acquaint themselves with
the natural qualities of the earth such as leaves, rocks, shells, dirt, wind, rain, and
sunshine. Children also learn to observe, create, and remain in touch with our
changing world, and to develop a caring attitude towards the earth by learning to
recycle and use materials for art rather than throwing them away. (p. 11)
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In addition to these project ideas, Kohl’s book provides a resource guide containing
information about environmental organizations, as well as advice for finding free
materials for projects.
Kath Murdoch’s Ideas for Environmental Education in the Elementary Classroom
(1993) suggests ideas for environmental activities as well, with the focus of her book
centering around teaching “big ideas” through environmental activities. Although
Murdoch does not write specifically for environmental education in the art classroom, her
book contains many ideas that can be easily implemented into an art curriculum.
Murdoch begins her book by defining environmental education and making a case
for its inclusion in every school. She describes the initial steps to take when preparing to
teach environmental education, which begins with an exploration of the staff’s “feelings,
attitudes, understandings and actions in response to the environment” (1993, p. 8).
Murdoch (1993) explains that environmental education should begin with outdoor
experiences of the staff members. She states,
It is amazing how much one can learn about nature simply by spending some time
in it—but we often need to make the time. Being comfortable in and enjoying the
outdoors provides an important model for children. Share your experiences and
observations with them and other staff. (p. 11)
Through observing the enthusiasm of their teachers, students not only feel increased
excitement about their projects, but also a higher comfort level as they step out into the
unknown.
Murdoch’s later chapters provide environmental activities for a variety of
discipline areas. She includes several visualization activities, asking students to lie down
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on the ground with their eyes closed as they experience nature through the sense of
hearing and touch. She also suggests nature diaries—constructed by both individuals and
the whole class. For this nature diary activity, students are asked to select a vegetated
area of the school grounds to observe over an extended period of time. At regular
intervals, students record their observations through drawings, graphs, or writing.
Through these entries, students can track the changes that occur throughout the year, as
well as predict and compare changes in the coming year.
These resources directed toward environmental studies by Walker, Tallmadge,
and Wessels (1999), Kohl (1991), and Murdoch (1993) provided me with suggestions for
environmentally-focused art explorations and lessons. These sources supplied
background knowledge from which to draw on during my analysis of the art curriculum
and instruction of the three environmental schools investigated in my study.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES AND TOOLS
A significant portion of my research was conducted through multiple case studies,
which included on-site observations and interviews. In order to build a foundation upon
which to conduct this research, a firm understanding of case study research and the
techniques associated with this type of research was essential. In addition, literature
regarding the construction of questions and interviewing processes proved to be valuable
during on-site observations and interactions.
Case study research is discussed in depth in Robert K. Yin’s Case Study
Research: Design and Methods (2002). This book addresses issues associated with case
study research as it might occur throughout the course of a research project, beginning
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with definitions of the case study approach and comparing it to other research strategies
in the social sciences. After this initial introductory chapter, Yin offers several
approaches to designing case studies, preparing for data collection, assembling data,
analyzing data, and reporting case studies. Each chapter provides options and suggestions
based on the type of research being conducted, the research setting, and the preferences
of the researcher.
In his introduction, Robert K.Yin (2002) defines case study inquiry as a research
method that,
copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many more
variables of interest than data points, and as one result relies on multiple sources
of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating fashion, and as
another result benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to
guide data collection and analysis. (pp. 13-14)
Case study research can include either single- or multiple- case studies, depending on the
specific needs presented in the research question. For purposes of triangulation, Yin
recommends a multiple case study approach, unless focusing on a specific site is of
importance to the research question. The matter of triangulation is discussed more in
depth as Yin (2002) presents his “Principles of Data Collection” (p. 97). Yin states, “A
major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to use many different
sources of evidence” (p. 97). He suggests that within a given research site, data should be
pulled from multiple sources, which may include the following: archival records,
documents, observations, structured interviews and surveys, focus interviews, and openended interviews. Collecting data from several of these sources, as opposed to one,
provides greater validity to the research findings. Yin discusses these sources in great
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depth, supplying examples of each source and cases in which they might hold particular
relevance.
The interviews conducted in case studies, according to Yin (2002), “will appear to
be guided conversations rather than structured queries” (p. 89). Case study interviews are
most commonly open-ended, enabling the respondent to provide their insights, opinions,
and suggestions relating to the research topic. Survey interviews and focused interviews
are mentioned as alternative interview types, both of which utilize more structured
questions. After addressing methods for collecting data, Yin describes strategies for
analyzing the collected data. These include pattern making, explanation building, timeseries analysis, logic models, and cross-case synthesis. Regardless of the analytic method
chosen, the analysis should account for all evidence gathered during data collection,
address all major rival interpretations, and engage the most significant aspect of the
research question.
Glynis Cousin (2009) offers a more generalized description of case study
approach in Researching Learning in Higher Education. While this book is specifically
intended for research conducted in higher education, Cousin’s book addresses a variety of
contemporary methods and approaches that can be utilized in researching learning at all
grade levels. This includes information about conducting interviews, as well as analyzing
qualitative data once it has been gathered. Cousin’s chapter concerning case studies
provides an excellent explanation of this research approach and presents useful guidelines
to be utilized during the research process.
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Case study research, as described by Cousin (2009), “systematically explores a
setting in order to generate understandings about it.” (p. 110). This type of research
involves gathering information through interviews and observations. According to
Cousin, there exist some commonalities between the structure for case study research and
ethnographic research. Alongside observations and interviews, case study investigation
requires that researchers familiarize themselves with literature and documents related to
the study. Since the goal of case study research is “to explore a setting for what it throws
up, hypothesis led research is not appropriate to this method” (p. 138). For this reason,
the common research tools utilized for case study research are research diaries, group or
individual interviews, narratives, questionnaires, observations, and the collection of
visual data. Often, interviews take place informally and resemble conversations. For this
reason, note-taking, rather than tape-recording, is the more commonly used method of
recording information. Once the data has been collected, it is then analyzed for common
themes. Using the interview data and recorded observations, a write-up is created in
which the data is presented and interpretations drawn (p. 147).
Dorothy Molyneaux and Vera W. Lane (1982) delve deeper into the interview
process, in Effective Interviewing: Techniques and Analysis. To establish a foundation
upon which to construct an effective interview, Molyneaux and Lane discuss the basic
principles of interpersonal communication and human motivation. Having initially
presented this foundation, the book proceeds with information concerning the preparation
for an interview, construction of interview questions, execution of the interview, and
analysis of data obtained during the interview.
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In preparing for an interview, Molyneaux and Lane stress the importance of both
long- and short-term preparations. Long-term preparation includes reading journals,
articles, and other writings that may relate to the topics discussed in the interview, as well
as conducting mock-interviews. Short-term preparation consists of scheduling the
interview, considering the setting in which the interview will take place, and taking into
account the needs of the interview participants. After discussing preparations, Molyneaux
and Lane describe the interview process, dividing it into three segments: the first minutes
of the interview, the body of the interview, and the last few minutes of the interview.
Reinforced throughout these chapters is the importance of well-prepared questions in the
interview process.
Andrea Fontana and Anastasia H. Prokos (2007) provide a more recent approach
to the interview in The Interview: From Formal to Postmodern. In their book, Fontana
and Prokos discuss the three main types of interviewing: structured, group, and
unstructured. There are several types of unstructured interviews, which are briefly
described in a separate chapter. These include oral history, creative interviewing, and
postmodern interviewing. In addition to providing information regarding types of
interviews, Fontana and Prokos present the history of the interview, new trends in
interviewing, and future directions for the three types of interviews. This section also
includes information about electronic interviews.
According to Fontana and Prokos (2007), “Both qualitative and quantitative
researchers today tend to rely on the interview as the basic method of data gathering” (p.
11). In fact, interviewing has progressed to become a technique that everyone—not just
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researchers—relies on to quickly gather information. In the words of Fontana and Prokos
(2007),
It is as though interviewing is now part of the mass culture, so that it has actually
become the most feasible mechanism for obtaining information about individuals,
groups, and organizations in a society characterized by individuation, diversity,
and specialized role relations. (p. 12)
The three overarching types of interviews are those that are structured, group, and
unstructured. In structured interviewing, respondents are asked the same sets of questions
in the same sequence, with a set of response categories. The interview is very
straightforward and standardized, leaving little room for open-ended questions. Most
common examples of structured interviews include the following: telephone interviews,
face-to-face interviews in households, intercept interviews in malls and parks, and
interviews associated with survey research (Fontana & Prokos, 2007, pp. 19-20). Group
interviewing, as defined by Fontana and Prokos (2007), is “a qualitative data-gathering
technique that relies upon the systematic questioning of several individuals
simultaneously in a formal or informal setting” (p. 29). In group interviews, the questions
may be directed in a very structured or very unstructured manner, depending on the
purpose of the interview. Group interviews are often used by researchers for triangulation
purposes or go hand-in-hand with other data-gathering techniques. Group interviews have
some advantages over individual interviews, in that “(a) they are inexpensive to conduct
and often produce rich data that are cumulative and elaborative; (b) they can be
stimulating for respondents and so aid in recall; and (c) the format is flexible” (Fontana &
Prokos, 2007, p. 34). The third type of interview, unstructured, is commonly used in
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ethnographic research and works very well when combined with participant observations.
The essence of unstructured interviews, according to Fontana and Prokos (2007), is “the
establishment of a human-to-human relation with the respondent and the desire to
understand rather than explain” (p. 41). Since the goal of unstructured interviewing is
understanding, it is important to gain a connection with the respondents—to have the
ability to see the situation from the respondent’s point of view. In addition to these three
types of interviews, Fontana and Prokos include brief descriptions of surveys and
electronic interviewing. After presenting the types of interviews, Fontana and Prokos
(2007) discuss methods of framing and interpreting interviews. If involved in an
unstructured interview in particular, the researcher must focus on remaining close to the
research topic while maintaining a friendly, informal atmosphere. When asking
questions, it is important to propose inquiry “intended to check the veracity of the
respondent’s statements. The researcher should avoid getting involved in a ‘real’
conversation in which he or she answers the questions asked by the respondent or
provides personal opinions on the matters discussed” (p. 70). With these things in mind,
the development of relevant and clearly stated questions is vital to the success of an
interview.
William Foddy (1993) offers excellent guidelines for the development of
successful interview questions in Constructing Questions for Interviewing and
Questionnaires. This book not only offers suggestions to be utilized in the development
of questions, but also furnishes methods to best achieve a clear delivery of the questions
to the participant. In addition, Foddy addresses limitations of human memory and the
37

misinterpretations that can occur due to vague questions. The book closes with a helpful
checklist to ensure that questions are successful in their intent.
In the initial stages of developing questions it is important that the researcher
constantly return to the research question. According to William Foddy (1993),
“adherence to these rules will go a long way to ensuring that the questions which are
asked are relevant to the researcher’s goals” (p. 32). In addition to making sure the
questions asked pertain to the central research question, the researcher should also be
certain that the interview participants possess information relevant to the research. Once
the interview has begun, there are many factors that can affect the answers given by the
interview participant, such as voice inflection, wording of questions, and the types of
questions asked. For this reason, Foddy recommends testing questions through the use of
“piloting questions” on a small sample of respondents and filtering questions to make
sure they are easily understood and relevant to the topic. Through the use of these
methods, researchers will be more likely to collect data that is relevant to their purposes.
These resources directed toward case study and question-based research by Yin
(2002), Cousins (2009), Molyneaux and Lane (1982), Fontana and Prokos (2007), and
Foddy (1993) provided specific information such as forming semi-structured interviews,
engaging in specific research techniques, forming effective questions, and analyzing
qualitative data I utilized during my on-site visits to the three environmental schools
examined in this study.
This chapter discussed the various literary sources that supplied background
knowledge and reference throughout the course of my study. The following chapter
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provides information regarding the connection that exists between art and the natural
environment, as well as the ways in which that connection has been explored and
developed to educate and inspire.
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Chapter Three: Art and Environmental Studies
INTRODUCTION
Since Richard Nixon’s signing of Title Three in 1970, many schools have worked
to incorporate more aspects of environmental education into their curricula. However,
despite the increasingly obvious evidence of human impact on the natural environment,
environmental studies often remain on the educational sidelines as just another aspect of
the science or social studies curricula. A significant reason for this can be attributed to the
tremendous push to standardize the educational experiences of students (Graham, 2007).
Because teachers are working in such a standards-focused environment, there is little
room or encouragement for the inclusion of outdoor exploration and learning.
Alongside attempts to incorporate environmental science into public school
science and social studies curricula, art education has made some attempts to foster a
deeper environmental awareness. Through activities such as gardening, field sketches,
clay murals, and other outdoor activities, certain art programs have worked to move their
students out of the classroom and into the natural environment. Coupled with these
environmental activities, the inclusion of the works of environmental and site-specific
artists such as Andy Goldsworthy and Christo and Jean-Claude has been utilized as an
approach to address environmental studies in the art classroom.
Through examining the relationship between creativity and the natural
environment, as well as the history and objectives of environmental art, it is not only
possible to better understand the dynamic between art and the natural environment, but
also the ways in which the marriage of environmental studies and art education might
enhance and promote student learning.
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CREATIVITY AND NATURE
Much has been written about the psychological aspects of imagination, creativity,
and the natural world (Chawla, 1994; Cobb, 1993; Gowan, 1972; Jones, 1972; Kaplan &
Kaplan, 1989). Psychologist Edith Cobb (1993), in The Ecology of Imagination in
Childhood, writes,
Experience in childhood is never formal or abstract. Even the world of nature is
not a ‘scene,’ or even a landscape. Nature for the child is a sensory experience,
although any child can draw in the wings of his surroundings at will and convert
the self into a ‘theater of perception’ in which he is at once producer, dramatist,
and star. Therefore, the child’s world, his surroundings, are not separated into
nature and artifact. His environment consists of the information fed back to his
own body by environmental stimuli. (pp. 28-29)
A child’s interactions in the natural world are instinctual and his/her reactions to these
experiences are likewise dictated by the body’s natural compulsion to create. True
enjoyment of the aesthetic qualities of the natural world is much more difficult without
full perceptual participation. Cobb (1993) references the autobiographical words of
Bernard Berenson as he recalls that “later in life he has ‘never enjoyed to the utmost a
work of art of any kind, whether verbal, musical, or visual, never enjoyed a landscape,
without sinking [his] identity into that work of art, without becoming it” (p. 33). Likewise
both children and adults, in order to truly appreciate the natural world, must fully
immerse themselves in their environment.
Unfortunately, children are less frequently afforded or desirous of consistent
exposure to the natural environment. In Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children
from Nature-Deficit Disorder, Richard Louv (2008) discusses this issue and the many
benefits associated with exploration, play, and creation in the natural environment. In his
chapter concerning the ways in which nature nourishes creativity, Louv suggests that
“nature offers a well from which many, famous or not, draw a creative sense of pattern
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and connection” (p. 92). To support his statement, he cites many renowned figures who
owed their inspiration and creativity to their experiences in nature. For example, Beatrix
Potter and her brother used to bring home dead animals or insects they came across
during their explorations. They would then take apart the carcasses—skinning or boiling
them to keep their bones. Everything the children brought home they would draw or
paint. These nature drawings would then be pieced together into a book. As Potter began
to write and illustrate her children’s stories, she drew on her environmental experiences
and drawings as a source of inspiration. Likewise, other authors and poets such as T.S.
Elliot and Mark Twain, as well political figures such as Eleanor Roosevelt, owed much of
their inspiration and success to their childhood interactions with nature.
However, experiences in the natural world do not affect all children in the same
way. Richard Louv (2008) references environmental psychologist Louise Chawla (1994)
as she explains, “Only in some children, however, is this experience so intense that it
burns itself into memory to animate adult life” (p. 94). Louv explicates Chawla’s
statement further: “For example, businesspeople and politicians report less emphasis on
nature experiences in early childhood than do artists. This does not mean that early
childhood experiences in nature do not shape politicians or captains of industry; they may
just be less likely to report them” (pp. 94-95). So, while there are differing levels that
adults are impacted by their childhood exposure to the natural environment, there remains
some small seed of influence—however overtly it might manifest itself.
Experiential learning in natural environments offers students a fresh learning
experience and stretches the limits of their comfort zone. Richard Louv (2008) argues:
Nature—the sublime, the harsh, the beautiful—offers something that the street or
gated community or computer game cannot. Nature presents the young with
something so much greater than they are; it offers an environment where they can
easily contemplate infinity and eternity. . . .Immersion in the natural environment
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cuts to the chase, exposes the young directly and immediately to the very
elements from which humans evolved: earth, water, air, and other kin, large and
small. (p. 98)
Through immersive experiences in the natural environment, creativity is cultivated and
encouraged. The shape or size of the environment is not as important as its proximity and
accessibility to the explorer.

CREATIVE NATURAL ENVIRONMENTS
Louise Chawla (1994) argued in her book titled, In the First Country of Places:
Nature, Poetry, and Childhood Memory, that positive childhood experiences in nature do
not necessitate breathtaking scenery, but rather consist of explorations in a small patch of
weeds or free play during a school field trip. The experience did not need to be lengthy or
elaborate to have an impact on a child, nor did the natural environment need to be
expansive and picturesque. The important factor, however, was that students be given the
freedom to interact with the natural world on their own terms.
In their book, The Experience of Nature: A Psychological Perspective, Rachel
Kaplan and Stephen Kaplan (1989) discuss the findings of several psychological
experiments concerning the human preference for experiences in the natural environment.
One of the observable draws to the natural environment is what they called “soft
fascination.” They define soft fascination as “clouds, sunsets, scenery, the motion of the
leaves in a breeze.” While holding attention, these patterns often inspire reflection in an
undramatic way. By contrast, they write, “Some fascination is so powerful that one
cannot at the same time think of anything else” (p. 192). Soft fascination does not solely
occur within natural environments, as Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) argue:
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The play of light on the foliage, the patterns created by long shadows, the
different moods of a nature oasis with changes in weather and season, all combine
aesthetics and interest in a way that leaves room in the mind for other thoughts as
well. Perhaps this very invitation for the mind to wander enhances the being-away
aspect, even as one stares out the window into a presumably rather familiar and
even ordinary portion of one’s environment. (p. 193)
So, in this sense, a person need not be immersed in a natural environment in order to
benefit from nature. Even the act of staring out a window can provide clarity and give
way to creative thoughts.
As mentioned previously, the size and magnificence of the natural environment is
not as vital to creative stimulation as the simple presence of nature. Gardens, as discussed
by Kaplan and Kaplan (1989), “provide a clear example that the nearby-natural setting
does not need to have great extent” (p. 157). Gardens not only demonstrate an alternative
use of a natural setting, but also require a direct, physical engagement with the land and
vegetation. Likewise, observing is an important aspect of involvement with nature.
Kaplan and Kaplan elaborate, stating,
Noticing the buds and blossoms, the changing colors, the nest of a bird or wasp
are all, in a sense, ‘uses’ of nature. To call these ‘passive’ seems unhelpful. One
can observe while pursuing an active use, and one can be passive with or without
noticing what is happening….Much of the pleasure that people derive from nature
comes from such occasions to observe. (p. 157)
However, direct contact with nature is not crucial. They write, “The simple knowledge
that a place where one can enjoy nature is nearby may be a source of pleasure, perhaps
explaining why the actual use of a nature setting is not essential in people’s expressions
of satisfaction” (p. 157).
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Some of the latest trends in art education attempt to incorporate into instruction
aspects of environments most familiar and comfortable to students, including lessons
about architecture and art associated with built environments, streets, and digital
environments. Built environments and the digital world, while able to offer solitude and,
some might argue, “space” in which to explore, “do not,” in the words of Richard Louv
(2008), “offer the array of physical loose parts, or the physical space to wander” (p. 96).
Many children, having grown up in a digital age, are much more comfortable with the
environment and creative space provided by the Internet—and these spaces have the
capacity to inspire creativity and artworks. However, no digital environment can measure
up to the natural environment’s capability to engage all the senses. Thus, much can be
lost in translation from the natural to the digital world—each inspiring very different
creative ideas and reactions.
Admittedly, art lessons related to students’ interests and life experiences, such as
those concerning graffiti art, digital media, and music, can be excellent “hooks” to excite
and inspire students. Many of these lessons, however, only continue to foster the
knowledge and interests that students have been gathering outside of school. Experiences
that shake students out of their comfort zone not only provide the potential for new
learning and growth, but also enable students to experience a well-rounded education as
they are directly applying the knowledge gained in the classroom.
ENVIRONMENTAL ART MOVEMENT
There exists an innate connection between art and the natural environment, which
has been explored in numerous ways over the centuries. Early charcoal and hematite cave
paintings celebrated the close relationship between people and certain aspects of their
environment. Since then, art began to celebrate a taming of nature. In the early 1960s
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environmental artists began to create works of art that focused on direct, intellectual
engagement with nature. Randy Malamud (1998) explains the significance of
environmental art as a distinct art form in his article “A Sustaining Environment for
Environmental Art,” writing,
Although country landscapes and horses at rest abound as aesthetic subjects,
today’s green art grows from the premise that past traditions have inadequately
confronted nature, relegating the environment to a bit role, a two-dimensional
background. Much of what art museums display is, of course, paints ground from
minerals, marble shaped into sculpture, wood carved into frames. Yet those
natural materials don’t really convey nature; an artwork is stylized, laboriously
changed into a product that seems far from its earthly origins. Its beauty lies in its
transformation from, say, a jagged rock into a smooth, ‘unnatural’ form. (pp. 1-2)
Although the term “environmental art” came into existence in the early 1960s, its
evolution can be traced back to landscape art, as well as art forms and movements of the
twentieth century, such as minimalism, post minimalism, installation art, public art, and
conceptual art, amongst others. In addition to its association with twentieth century art,
environmental art has roots in other human alterations of the natural environment, such as
gardening or landscape design (Brady, 2007). Environmental artists such as Alan Sonfist,
Helen and Newton Harrison, and Agnes Denes work with landscapes and “protogardens” as their art form. Emily Brady (2008), in Rooted Art?: Environmental Art and
our Attachment to Nature, explains, “Because living and growing materials, cultivated
over time, are essential to these art works, these artists are truly interacting with nature”
(p. 25).
The year 1968 marked an important crossroads for environmental art. During this
year, both the first solo shows of artists Richard Long and Giuseppe Penone in Europe
and the Earthworks exhibition in New York opened, showcasing environmental artworks.
Many of these earlier “earthworks” and environmental artists worked as social and
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political activists, wishing to draw public attention to the destruction and abuse of the
natural environment and its resources. Other artists, such Robert Smithson and Hermann
Prigann, worked to create artworks intended to restore elements of the natural
environment that had been negatively affected by industry (Brady, 2007).
Artists Richard Long and Andy Goldsworthy produced site-conditioned, transient
works, using materials gathered from the specific site. Some of these more ephemeral
works last for a few moments or hours—naturally evolving from the conditions of their
surrounding environment. Long and Goldsworthy manipulate the natural materials
specific to their sites to mimic the patterns, textures, and complexities of nature. In Emily
Brady’s words:
The sensitivity to nature and veneration of it implicit in these art works
encourages the appreciator (usually via a photograph) to appreciate nature more
on its terms than the artist’s. The artist’s role is to enable us to become aware of
nature’s value by highlighting it in creative and captivating ways. We are
encouraged to become immersed in natural environments and to find beauty in
nature beyond hackneyed or picturesque sights. (p. 24)
So in this sense, the artist acts as an intermediary between the viewer and the viewed,
bringing to the consciousness of the viewer those minute aesthetic details that often are
skimmed over or missed.
While earlier artists such as Ansel Adams, Albert Bierstadt, and Thomas Cole
inspired contemplation in their depictions of nature, their works lacked the “model of
wise stewardship” embraced by environmental art (Malamud, 2008, p. 3). Environmental
art works to make visible the dynamics that exist between the natural environment and
the built environment, and the effects of human habitation on the natural environment. In
this way, stewardship and environmental awareness is encouraged.
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ENVIRONMENTAL ART IN THE MUSEUM
Although many environmental artists produce and photograph their art works in
natural settings, there also exist environmental artists who bring their work into art
museums, such as artist Walter De Maria, who filled the gallery floors in Munich,
Germany (1968); Darmstadt, Germany (1974); and New York (1977) with dirt for his
Earth Room installations. This predicament concerning exhibition venue for
environmental art has created a dilemma to which there is no clear resolution. The sheer
size and media of many environmental works makes them nearly impossible to transfer
into a gallery space. Since these works often utilize the natural environment as part of the
work, the transportation of such a piece to a gallery space might rob it of its full and rich
meaning. By that same token, however, installing environmental art into built
environments may give new meaning and value to the work. Randy Malamud, in “A
Sustaining Environment for Environmental Art” (2008), elaborates on this idea, stating:
There are inherent tensions in bringing land art into the museum. Doing so may
belittle the art, compromise it. But as the cliché goes, if a tree falls in the forest,
does anyone hear it? If green artists want their work to connect with audiences
and spark dialogue, museums might be good venues for that—maybe, ironically,
better than forests. (p. 4)
As perhaps a medium between the two extremes, nature centers and museums have
designated specific areas as exhibition space for environmental art. The Schuylkill Center
for Environmental Education in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania utilizes their 340-acres of
land as space for environmental art installations, asking that the artists create site-specific
installations based on an exhibition theme (Schuylkillcenter.org). Likewise, The North
Carolina Museum of Art designates their 164-acre “Museum Park” as a space in which
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the museum “showcases the connection between art and nature through monumental
works

of

environmental

art

(NCartmuseum.org).

Online

museums

such

as

Greenmuseum.org provide an alternative space to spread environmental awareness and
display works of environmental artists via digital representation.
In addition to these sites of art education, schools and academic institutions are
prime locations for the conversation and digestion of these environmental works and
concepts. While most schools do not have the facilities to host environmental
installations, there remains the potential for schools to create their own environmental
works and areas in which they might host environmental art or foster experiential
learning.

ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES AND ART EDUCATION
As a direct result of environmental explorations and interpretations,
environmental art provides an excellent starting point for students and teachers wishing to
engage in outdoor, creative learning. Discussing the works of these artists offers insight
into their creative minds and inspiration for students to consider during their own creative
endeavors. However, the curricular inclusion of environmental art without these sorts of
out-of-doors engagements deprives students of the opportunity to digest the information
they have gained through the lesson.
Edith Cobb (1993), in The Ecology of Imagination in Childhood, references the
importance of environmental experiences to the development of artistic skills, explaining,
Within the behavior of the nervous system we find the primordial level of the
form-creating behavior that produces the forms we recognize as aesthetic in art.
Art, however, becomes art only through a further organization of nature’s
materials that transcends the meaning of nature itself. In transcending the meaning
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of nature, the iconography of the arts can change the meaning and raise the value
of our perceptual relations with nature and the world, nonverbally as well as
verbally. (p. 35)
Through aesthetic experiences and interactions in their surroundings, students not only
increase their understanding of environmental concepts, but also hone their artistic skills
of observation and interpretation. In this way, art education and environmental studies
work together to influence student learning experiences.
Emily Brady (1998) writes of the learning opportunities proffered by an art
classroom’s engagement with environmental studies in “Rooted Art?: Environmental Art
and Our Attachment to Nature.” She explains,
Aesthetic experience can engender an intimate relationship with the natural
environment by engaging us with our surroundings in a particular way. The
senses, thought, imagination and emotion are the aesthetic resources which
facilitate aesthetic appreciation and the vehicles for developing that potential
relationship. (p. 20)
By fostering these relationships to surrounding environments, teachers are also instilling
a sense of place within the minds of students. Not only are they able to understand and
interpret their surroundings, but also they are able to sense their position and influence
within both natural and built environments.

PLACE-BASED ART EDUCATION
While not adopted as the official framework for the theory and practice of art
education within environmental school settings, place-based pedagogy, or sense of place
education, naturally lends itself to such an atmosphere. According to M.A. Graham
(2007) in Art, Ecology, and Art Education: Locating Art Education in a Critical Placebased Pedagogy,
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Locating art education within a critical place-based pedagogy disturbs
standardized curriculum models and re-invisions educational purposes by valuing
the peculiarities of the local and questioning taken for granted assumptions about
progress and our relationships with nature. Teaching becomes responsive to
ecology and local culture and artmaking becomes socially aware, reflective, and
transformational. (p. 376)
This responsive, exploratory approach to art education not only encourages critical
thinking and analysis, but also initiates a creative venue through which students might
better understand concepts from other areas of study. By having direct conversations and
experiences with their local environment, students are able to acquire a “sense of place”
and teachers foster a closer relationship to the surrounding natural elements.
Matt Sanger (1997), in “Sense of Place and Education,” discusses the issues and
benefits associated with the incorporation of place-based learning into curricula, despite
the obstacles imposed by academic institutions. He writes,
In the 1,000-plus hours that most students spend each year in school, they receive
not only facts, formulas, and fiction, but also conventions for thinking, speaking,
and relating to the world. They gain these conventions from what educators teach,
how they teach, the way they evaluate students’ actions and learning, and the way
they have students interact. (p. 4)
While Sanger’s article was written in 1997, his words hold true in that schools
and educators do play a critical role in passing cultural ideas to the next generation and
beyond. With the increased detachment from the natural environment, it would seem as
though schools would be an obvious location for environmental studies to be encouraged.
Likewise, art, with its innate connections to the natural environment, lends itself as a
vehicle through which environmental concepts might be further explored and understood.
Sally Gradle (2008) explored place-based art education through a local case study
of regional art that used invasive vines as an art medium. In “When Vines Talk:
Community, Art, and Ecology,” Gradle considered “how art education contributes to
assisting the environment [and] how it can reverse the estrangement students often feel
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with the natural world” (p. 6). Through highlighting a single case study of
environmentally-influenced art, Gradle illustrates one way the environment might
provide a means for artful exploration.
The subjects of her study, artisans and crafters of southern Illinois, created their
works of art, basketry, and canes, from invasive non-native plants in the area. These
invasive plants and vines were originally planted by settlers as a means to prevent
erosion. However, these plants multiplied over the years, strangling trees both above and
below ground and blocking out native species of plants. While pesticides were used to
eliminate these invasive plants, artists, ecologists, students, and other members of the
community began to harvest specific types of plants, such as the Oriental bittersweet, to
carve, paint, burn, dye, and sculpt—as an alternative method of eradication (p. 8). Thus
began this regional art form, utilizing invasive plants as a means to not only protect the
natural environment, but also create aesthetically-pleasing works of art for the
community. Gradle elaborates:
A regional approach to art education thrives in a sort of ecotone: an overlapping
region, prolific with biodiversity. Here, fine art sensibilities of form, pattern,
repetition, and use of color blend in a space where local craft aesthetic, ecological
re-purposing of materials, and traditional and indigenous perspectives highlight
the social and environmental concerns for a region. (p. 8)
Likewise, through explorations of their surrounding natural environments, students gain a
better understanding of their place in the world and impact that they have on the
environment.
Robin C. Moore and Herb H. Wong (1997) draw from their experiences in
creating learning and play environments to promote a “sense of place,” stating,
When children are provided with opportunities to work directly with the living
environment, to creatively manipulate it, to interpret it through the imagination,
and to invest it with positive feelings of enjoyment and trust, they feel good about
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themselves individually and collectively, and feel that their school is a great place
to be. (p. 133)
Not only are students more fully aware of their connection to their surrounding world, but
they also experience a closeness and sense of pride in their surroundings, and in
particular their classes and school. Vital to the establishment of a “sense of place” are the
tactile or multisensory interactions that occur between students and the natural world.
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING IN THE ART CLASSROOM
Experiential, or hands-on learning, naturally lends itself to the explorations of
surrounding natural environments. Ann Zwinger (1999) writes of the importance of
experiential learning in her introduction to Into the Field: A Guide to Locally Focused
Teaching, reasoning,
No video, no photographs, no verbal descriptions, no lectures can provide the
enchantment that a few minutes out-of-doors can: watch a spider construct a web;
observe a caterpillar systematically ravaging the edge of a leaf; close your eyes,
cup your hands behind your ears, and listen to aspen leaves rustle or a stream
muse about its pools and eddies. Nothing can replace plucking a cluster of pine
needles and rolling them in your fingers to feel how they’re put together, or
discovering that ‘sedges have edges and grasses are round.’ The firsthand, rightand-left-brain experience of being in the out-of-doors involves all the senses
including some we’ve forgotten about, like smelling water a mile away. No
teacher, no student can help but sense and absorb the larger ecological rhythms at
work here, and the interweaving of intricate, varied, and complex strands that
characterize a rich, healthy natural world. (p. iv)
Naturally lending itself to environmentally-focused and placed-based art curricula,
experiential learning focuses on the importance of sensory involvement in the learning
process. Students are not only encouraged to approach learning with curiosity and
wonder, but also are taught to be thoughtful observers of their surrounding world. In
order to teach with an experiential approach, according to Zwinger, a teacher must have
“a knowledge of some basic principles of ecology, respect and affection for the place in
which [they] teach, and a willingness to enter a world of spined, toothed, slippery,
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fascinating animals, vegetables, minerals, and fungi” (p. v). While not all educators are
willing or able to meet such requirements, any level of appreciation for the natural world
can provide the impetus necessary to encourage experiential learning.
Don Krug (2003) in “Teaching Art in the Context of Everyday Life,” writes
“Culture is interdependent with nature and the arts represent some of the most telling and
extraordinary examples of everyday life” (p. 1). Before the nineteenth century, art was
considered to be neither fine nor popular, but rather it was connected to lived experiences
(Gowan, 1972). So in this sense, art education is not new to experiential or place-based
education. However many art educators have yet to break out of their DBAE (DisciplineBased Art Education) shells to venture into such a non-traditional learning environment.
NATURE JOURNALING
Nature journaling has been utilized by both art and environmental educators as a
tool through which experiential learning might be accomplished. The focus of these
journals is not placed on drawing skills, but rather emphasizes observation skills. In her
chapter titled, “Teaching Nature Journaling and Observation,” from Into the Field: A
Guide to Locally Focused Teaching, Clare Walker Leslie (1999) explains,
Throughout history, scientists, explorers, naturalists, and curious adventurers have
kept some form of written, and often also illustrated, journal of their observations,
experiences, or discoveries. Leonardo da Vinci, Charles Darwin, Carl Linnaeus,
Gilbert White, J.J. Audubon, William Bartram, Thomas Jefferson, H.D. Thoreau,
Merriweather Lewis and William Clark all kept journals. Before the wizardry of
modern technologies, the pen, pencil, or brush was the sole way of
communicating what naturalists had seen on their adventures. In our own century,
Olaus Murie, Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, and Gerald Durrell, to name just a
few, have kept up the nature journal tradition. (pp. 35-36)
With such a rich tradition as this, nature journaling in an art or environmental studies
classroom would seem to be an excellent way to incorporate a variety of academic
54

disciplines into the curriculum. Not only are students learning about the natural
environment, but they are also utilizing similar historical methods of recording, as well as
honing their artistic skills of observation.
Drawing is a useful tool through which students are forced to slow down and
critically observe the details of their surroundings. As Frederick Franck (1973) writes in
The Zen of Seeing,
Drawing is the discipline by which I constantly rediscover the world. I have
learned that what I have not drawn I have never really seen, and that when I start
drawing an ordinary thing I realize how extraordinary it is, sheer miracle: the
branching of a tree, the structure of a dandelion’s seed puff. (p. 6)
Nature journaling has the potential to reach various styles of learners, offering visual
learners an opportunity to use their drawing skills, and hands-on learners a more dynamic
approach to education.
This chapter has discussed innate connections that exist between art and the
environment, as well as the capacities in which that connection has been utilized to foster
creativity and educational growth. The subsequent four chapters of this thesis provide
detailed information gathered from my observations and interviews at each of my four
research sites in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and the surrounding areas.

PREFACE TO RESEARCH SITE CHAPTERS
While Philadelphia, Pennsylvania may not immediately come to mind when
contemplating potential sites for a study concerning environmental education, it is a lush
state, containing an abundance of natural beauty awaiting exploration. Rather than
selecting three environmental charter schools from different areas in the continental
United States, I elected to take a sampling of environmental schools in Philadelphia and
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the surrounding area. Each school was unique in its approach to environmental education.
For the purpose of my research, after securing information about these schools,
communicating with teachers and administrators at the sites for an extended period of
time, I traveled to Philadelphia where I dedicated one or two full school days to the
observation of each location, conducting interviews with students and staff members and
observing the art classes. The data secured through my visits is provided in the
subsequent four chapters, and will be analyzed and further explained in Chapter Eight.
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Chapter Four: Green Woods Charter School
INTRODUCTION
The following chapter offers information gathered from my observations and
interviews at Greenwoods Charter School (GCS), as well as data gathered from the
school’s official website. These sections present information gathered from GCS in a
direct, non-interpretive fashion. This data is then further discussed and analyzed in
Chapter 8. Photographs taken during my research visit to Green Woods Charter School
can be viewed in Appendix N.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION
History and Mission of School
My research trip began at Green Woods Charter School, which shares a building
with The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, a nature center on 340 acres of
privately-owned land in northwestern Philadelphia. Green Woods Charter School is in its
eighth year of operation, opening its doors in 2002. Upon hiring a Coordinator of
Curriculum and Instruction in 2004, Green Woods began to utilize environmental and
ecological concepts as the driving force for the development and implementation of their
curriculum (Greenwoodscharter.org).
Environmental Education is relatively new in the state of Pennsylvania. An article
written for the MSN Green website by Abby Schultz (2008) quotes Jean Wallace, CEO of
Green Woods Charter School, stating: “The state mandates environmental education
standards, but before Green Woods, no school had curriculum with Pennsylvania’s
environment and ecology standards as a foundation.” The curriculum utilized by Green
Woods is based on the Environment as an Integrated Context for Learning (EIC) model,
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through which the environment is used as a tool to integrate teaching and learning across
disciplines. The model encourages schools to make use of surrounding areas and
communities as sites for learning and problem-solving.
The mission of Green Woods Charter School, as stated on their website, is
“to provide children in grades K through 8 with the opportunity to be active,
knowledgeable and conscientious young investigators by fostering a keen understanding
of the interrelatedness and interdependence of our local and global existence.” This
mission statement embraces a holistic perspective of education, suggesting that subjects
are interrelated and one form of learning aids in the understanding of another.
This perspective is vital in the context of environmental education and, likewise,
art education, in which a hands-on, experiential learning approach fosters a deeper
understanding of the concepts being discussed in class. Through my observations and
interviews at Green Woods Charter School, I found that this interdisciplinary, interrelated
form of learning was indeed the driving force by which the curriculum functioned.

The Art Teacher
Prior to teaching art at Green Woods Charter School, Ms. Mail worked as a fine
art jeweler, creating jewelry pieces that often contained elements of nature such as
fragments of moth wings, seashells, and feathers. In addition, as a certified k-12 art
educator, she held the position of Senior Lecturer in the Crafts Department at The
University of the Arts in Philadelphia for fourteen years, and taught grades kindergarten
through second for three years in the School District of Philadelphia. Ms. Mail initially
came to Green Woods Charter School to teach second grade in 2003. The following year
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she began to teach art, and has continued to do so since that time. When Ms. Mail began
teaching at Green Woods, her curriculum included a number of environmental science
projects; however, many of those projects seemed more similar to lessons taught in
science classes. After becoming more acquainted with the EIC model (Environment as an
Integrated Context for Learning), she shifted the focus of her teaching to reflect an
interdisciplinary approach. However, elements of her own art and interests continue to
influence her teaching. On the Green Woods Charter School website, she writes:
Teaching at Green Woods Charter School has allowed me to focus on the things I
hold dear: nature and art. The beauty of this work environment inspires me each
day, in all seasons, and urges me to pass on my love of nature to the next
generation. The intricate vein pattern of a leaf, the exquisite curve of a branch, or
the simple hinge mechanism which allows a box turtle to protect itself might
become the inspiration for a third grade art project, while simultaneously serving
as an amazing connection to the world around us. (see Appendix D)
Armed with the information provided by the school’s website concerning the art program
and mission of the school, I was intrigued to observe this EIC Model in action, as well as
the role of the Green Woods art program in an environmentally-inspired school.

INITIAL OBSERVATIONS
As I turned my rental car onto Hagy’s Mill Road, I was in awe of the lush beauty
surrounding me. The rich orange, red, and yellow leaves of fall decorated the dirt road
leading to the school building. The grounds of The Schuylkill Center for Environmental
Education appeared to be an ideal location to educate and inspire students. The entrance
to Green Woods Charter School was on the side of the building, while the front was
designed to be the entrance to The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education.
Hiking trails extended from all sides of the building, leading to ponds, environmental art
installations, meadows, and other educational sites.
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I arrived several hours before the first art class of the day, intending to meet with
the art teacher beforehand. After signing in at the front desk, the art teacher, Ms. Mail,
met me at the front desk and took me to her art classroom. In order to access the art room,
we walked through the all-purpose room, used for special activities, assemblies, and
lunch periods. The walls of the all-purpose room were decorated with banners for Green
Woods Charter School, encouraging recycling and respect for the environment. On one of
the side walls were display cases, exhibiting a colorful collection of art work from
students of each grade level. In addition to its proximity to the all-purpose room, the art
room was located adjacent to the computer lab. The combination of these two neighbors
seemed to frequently create disruption to the art classes.
As I stepped into the art room, I was overwhelmed with the number of resources
and visual stimuli packed into one small space. Every wall, with the exception of the
windows, was covered with shelves containing a wide array of materials, including such
things as beads, feathers, tiles, cardboard, blue bins containing lesson plan ideas, resource
books, story books, picture books, art supplies, and more. The wall space above the
shelves was covered with posters of art works—many of which could be viewed at the
Philadelphia Museum of Art. Although the room was relatively small, the space within
the room was utilized to its fullest extent. Tables and chairs were arranged in an angular
fashion, in order to make allowance for larger class sizes. The vaulted ceiling provided an
added illusion of space. As Ms. Mail made preparations for her first class of the day, she
told me a little about herself and her art program, as well as the art lessons and projects
that I would be observing during my two days at Green Woods. She also showed me her
impressive library, providing a wealth of resources for student inspiration.
A few minutes before her eighth grade class began, Ms. Mail took me across the
building and through The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education to borrow a
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book from the fifth grade room. The fifth grade class had just begun to read The Indians
of New Jersey: Dickon Among the Lenapes by M.R. Harrington. To establish a
connection between this social studies lesson and art, Ms. Mail planned to teach the fifth
grade students about the pottery-making processes of the Hopi Native American tribe.
THE ART PROGRAM
Interdisciplinary Education
Ms. Mail teaches each grade two times per week, instructing elementary grades
(K-5) for one hour class periods and middle school grades for two hour class periods. The
majority of the art lessons support and/or relate in some way to the lessons being taught
in other subject areas—particularly social studies, science, and language arts. Ms. Mail
believes very strongly in this interconnected method of teaching, stating:
I think when it ties into the social studies, sciences or language arts—when they
make that connection, I think that’s at least twice as valuable. Not just because it
connects the learning—which it does, you know, they’re taking what they’re
learning in the classroom and then they have to process it—that stuff is much
more planted in their brain and I think they’re much more likely to hold onto it
and they learn a lot more information when they do that, whether it’s kindergarten
or eighth grade.
Using a curriculum mapping chart, which contains the lessons plans of all classes for
each month, Ms. Mail teaches lessons that support and further student learning in specific
topics. During her interview (see Appendix D), Ms. Mail recalled an example of this sort
of lesson:
Where it works the best is when a class is studying whales, or life forms like the
fishes, and in language arts they’re reading Gone Whaling—they may even be
doing stuff in math related to it—but all that comes together to give them a reason
to learn. Like, in computers they learn how to use a site to track the migrations of
the whales. Well, look at how interesting it makes that whole whale unit.
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For this particular project, Ms. Mail informed me that a class was studying whales, thus
she developed a lesson plan about scrimshaw whale bone carvings. Through this art
lesson students were able to expand their understanding of whales by way of a tactile,
sensory-oriented approach.
An interdisciplinary instructional approach seems to be an excellent way to teach
“big ideas” to a classroom—and art naturally lends itself to this kind of learning. Through
producing artwork and employing a tactile, hands-on approach to learning, children are
able to make connections that could not be made through traditional “textbook”
education.
The students seemed to appreciate this approach to learning as well. When asked,
“What do you like most about Green Woods?” an eighth grade student remarked, “I like
how the subjects are integrated here. So like, if we’re studying flowers in science, we
might be drawing flowers in art class” (see Appendix A). Through drawing flowers,
students must study flowers more critically—looking at every curve and minute detail in
order to capture the likeness of the object.
In addition to an interdisciplinary approach to her art curriculum, Ms. Mail
seemed to frequently use literature as a source of inspiration for art projects. Many of the
art classes I observed began with her talking about a book or reading aloud to the class.
The students would then create a work of art based on the content of the book. For
example, in her kindergarten art class, Ms. Mail began by reading The Ghost-Eye Tree by
Bill Martin. After reading the book to the class, Ms. Mail put out scraps of paper and
gave everyone a sheet of dark blue construction paper—asking that the children cut the
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scraps of black paper to create a collaged tree over the dark blue paper. She then cut out
circular moons for the students to glue behind the collaged trees, as their “Ghost-Eyes.”
On that same school day, the fifth grade class began work on a pinch pot project, inspired
by The Indians of New Jersey: Dickon Among the Lenapes, which Ms. Mail had
borrowed earlier from the fifth grade teacher.
While literature can be an excellent source for inspiration, these books-based
projects seemed to lack a great deal of meaning or significant connection to the students’
lives. In many observed cases it seemed as though these projects were used as a back-up
project when nothing else had been planned. The art teacher had set up a reading center
on the side of her classroom, so she also relied on reading as a time-filler for anyone who
finished their art projects early. Be that as it may, Ms. Mail’s library provided a wealth of
resources from which students could draw ideas for their artwork.

Influence of Environmentally-Focused Charter
In my observations at Green Woods Charter School, there was little evidence of
an environmental focus in the art program. The charter, however, seemed to inspire
increased interdisciplinary connections—as emphasized in the EIC model. As part of Ms.
Mail’s attempts to create interdisciplinary connections, Ms. Mail worked to relate her
curriculum to environmental science—bringing in objects from the natural environment
such as bones, leaves, sticks, feathers, and models of birds. These objects, along with
books about environmental science, were often used as inspiration for a particular art
project.
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During my first day of observations, I watched as the eighth grade class finished
their “Morphing Nature Portraits.” For this particular assignment, students were asked to
draw one half of their face and then morph the second half of the face into something
inspired by nature. For reference purposes, students were able to borrow environmental
science books from Ms. Mail’s library or print images from the art classroom’s computer.
Some of the portraits morphed into animals such as foxes, rabbits, and wolves, while
others shifted into seasons, plants, lightning, or fire.
Other elementary classes, such as the second graders, were beginning to study the
art of James Castle—introducing them to the concept of recycling. Students were asked
to sketch an animal, which they would then re-create in large scale using bits of
cardboard and paper scraps. They appeared to enjoy the creative freedom of this project,
commenting: “I like how you’re free to make any animal and use any material” (see
Appendix C). Recycling, as a part of environmental education, was encouraged by Ms.
Mail. This became particularly apparent during clean-up, as she would ask students to
save larger scraps, or put paper in the blue recycle bin. When discussing the benefits of
incorporating environmental studies into an art curriculum, she commented:
When I see kids throwing trash into my recycling bins, I might [want to] scream,
but I really think they’re [going to] look back on it and it’s [going to] be more
meaningful to them. And all those things that we do to help them understand how
important their stewardship of the environment is—all of that stuff I think will
come out in really interesting ways as they go out into the world.
From both the interviews and observations with Ms. Mail, it was apparent that she
liked to feel in control of her art classroom. Her art classroom, while brimming over with
art supplies, was very organized; everything seemed to have its place. So, when I spoke
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with her about the role of environmental education in her classroom, her answers were
not entirely surprising. From observations and interviews with students, I had noticed that
her art classes rarely, if ever, created art outside—although many projects drew
inspiration from stories about the environment or natural objects. I found this to be
surprising, given that one only need open the back door of the art classroom to step into
the woods. When asked about this, Ms. Mail reminisced,
I guess the first year we did do outdoor projects, and the kids loved doing it. But
it’s hard to do because some of them are working inside and some of them are
working outside and I can’t be in two places and I can’t supervise, so that was
kind of hard.
Rather than taking her classes outside to create work, Ms. Mail preferred to bring
natural objects into the class for her students to draw. Ms. Mail said that she was always
searching for interesting leaves and other natural objects to bring into the art classroom.
These objects would be used throughout the year, to be drawn and studied by students of
multiple grades. In previous years, Ms. Mail borrowed bird models from The Schuylkill
Center. The birds were then studied and sketched in the art classroom.
Since most of the art-making seemed to occur indoors, it was not surprising that
most interviewed students felt more comfortable creating work inside the classroom.
When questioned about their favorite place to make art, a fifth grade student responded,
“Inside. Outside is dirty. I like being on the floor.” Another student stated, “Mostly
inside, although I like when we go outside for specific projects. I prefer inside when it’s
quiet. There are more resources inside and it’s warmer than it is outside” (see Appendix
B). Although students seemed more comfortable working indoors, many expressed
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interest in creating their art outside. In addition, it appeared as though the projects that
they had done outside had stuck with them over the years. Several fifth grade students
referenced a tree-sketching project they completed in second grade. One student
remarked: “I like when we go outside. There’s fresh air and it’s not a little room. We
sketched trees outside one time, which was fun.”
When preparing to take students outside for the second grade tree-sketching
project, Ms. Mail has a “Tree Lecture” with her students to discuss the difference
between drawing a tree from observation and drawing a tree from imagination. She
explains:
They like to be able to draw real trees, so we talk about how to draw tree trunks
and twigs. We talk about the size of the trunk versus the branches; where are the
branches and where are the leaves? All of a sudden things start to manifest
themselves as we walk out into the woods. They try to find an interesting tree.
They go out with clipboards, and I’ll start them usually with one or two pieces of
paper, and some of them will sit out there and look at a tree and draw it for a half
hour with no problem. They really focus on all that beautiful detail and they’ll sit
there and draw those thousands of leaves. Others can’t focus to draw the tree—it’s
too much for them—and they’re done after 5 or 10 minutes. But, I just try to
encourage them, you know maybe if they didn’t put in enough detail I’ll [say]:
‘Well, you know, maybe it needs some more branches—big ones and small ones.
Where are the leaves? What shape are the leaves?’ And if they’re really done,
then I’ll [suggest], ‘well why don’t you find something small that you can look at
really closely and draw.’ And I’ll sit them on the ground by a bush, or some grass
or something. Occasionally I’ll bring branches into the classroom and I’ll have
them draw the gnarls. I’ll have them draw the gnarly connections because they’ll
be so much more focused drawing in there.
In addition to the branches, Ms. Mail brought natural objects such as leaves and feathers
in the classroom to be sketched by students. By collecting these materials herself, rather
than asking the students to collect their own objects, Ms. Mail has saved time and
avoided the supervision difficulties often associated with outdoor learning. This desire to
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be in control and supervision of her class has had a great influence on the types of
projects she has chosen for her students. She recalled,
I guess the first year we did do outdoor projects, and the kids loved doing it. But
it’s hard to do because some of them are working inside and some of them are
working outside and I can’t be in two places and I can’t supervise, so that was
kind of hard. I mean, they did some pretty interesting environmentally-friendly
things [with] the deadwood that was on the ground and built structures. We did
sun catchers, you know, out of whatever was around….There’s tons of stuff you
could do, but I guess for me I [want to] make sure that the art aspect is still there,
so it’s a balancing act. Get some of that environmental stuff, but make sure there’s
a genuine reason we’re doing it in art—and that’s the tricky thing.

Collaborations with The Schuylkill Center
Amongst other programs at The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education,
the nature center provides space for environmental artists to create and exhibit work
alongside trails, in meadows, and inside their facilities. Unfortunately, my visit coincided
with the de-installation of the most recent exhibit, titled “Elemental Energy: Art Powered
by Nature.” This exhibit presented the works of six environmental artists, each working
to make visible and audible the forces of nature. For example, “Yellow Zinger,” an
installation by Tim Prentice, was comprised of plastic yellow squares hung above the
trail, symbolic of the changing shape and patterns of the wind. In another installation,
“Rain Machine,” Joe Chirchirillo used his interest in machines and architecture to
recreate the sensation of being in a rainstorm.
While the Green Woods art classes did not collaborate with artists for this
particular installation, they have collaborated with artists in past years. An eighth grade
student, when thinking back to her favorite project, referenced a collaborative effort her
class had done with the artist-in-residence during spring 2009:
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I really liked a project we did a few years ago where we made these huge flower
sculptures and put them outside. First we went outside and sketched flowers; then
we made our own big flowers and painted them. After they were outside for
awhile, they let us take them home.
The project referenced above was “A Meadow by the Green Woods,” a collaborative
effort between artist-in-residence Gary Miller and the students of Green Woods Charter
School. In preparation for this installation, students studied a particular plant. This
research was then used to inform the students’ creation of their own species of plant,
which they drew and constructed from painted aluminum. Using solar-powered lanterns
as the center of each flower, these 10-foot flowers were installed to be viewed both
during the day and night.
For many years, Ms. Mail has made use of the resources at The Schuylkill Center
for Environmental Education—often requesting to borrow models of birds to be observed
and sketched by her art students:
You know, the first time I brought the bird mounts in, I don’t even know what
prompted me to do it, but we talked about why looking at the actual, threedimensional bird—granted it’s not alive anymore, but, bird, was different than
looking at a bird on a page, even if it’s a photograph of a bird. So, very quickly
they’ll start to interpret what they see, because you’re turning it from threedimensional into two-dimensional and you need to figure out which way you’re
[going to] look at it; you have choices to make. And then we talked about the
structure of the bird’s head. If you look at [the students’] drawings, [they] do
several because I make them look at a predator, a seed-eater, and a nectar-eater.
So they’re looking at the different structures of the beak and of the head, where
the eyes are located and why. . .and it reinforces all the stuff that they’re learning
in environmental science about those creatures.
Through using the models of the birds, rather than directly observing birds in the woods
of The Schuylkill Center, students are able to focus more closely on the details and
structure of different types of birds.
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Environmental Education
Until last year, Green Woods Charter School worked very closely with The
Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, hiring a Schuylkill staff member as an
environmental coordinator for their environmental science classes. This environmental
coordinator frequently visited grade school classrooms to discuss topics associated with
environmental science, as those topics arose in the curriculum of each grade level. During
some lessons, classes were taken outside to provide hands-on learning experiences. For
example, during the first grade study of “pond life,” the environmental coordinator took
the class on a hike outside to the pond to observe the pond life firsthand.
While walking along the trails behind the school building, I came across several
projects that had been completed by previous classes, including a project about
decomposition. For this project, students buried items such as dirty diapers, cans,
wrappers, and placed “R.I.P.” signs above each item—indicating the number of years that
the item would take to decompose. In addition to this project, there were several
educational installations along the trail, teaching students about the local birds and
wildlife. Although Green Woods students spent most recesses confined to the basketball
courts and the surrounding area adjacent to the school’s entrance, students were
occasionally permitted to have recess in “Founders Field”—a three-to-five minute walk
down the trail. One student explained, “There isn’t an actual playground—just open
space. So you get to use lots of imagination.” Many natural areas at The Schuylkill
Center have been fenced off in order to preserve the natural habitat and plant life of those

69

areas. However, Founder’s Field is an area of land that has been set aside to be explored
and interacted with by both students and visitors to the nature center.
My visit coincided with Green Wood Charter School’s first academic year with
their newly-hired environmental coordinator, unassociated with The Schuylkill Center.
The environmental coordinator’s full-time position with Green Woods has enabled her to
focus all her energies on the environmental science program. In my brief conversation
with her during the lunch break, she expressed interest in incorporating art into her
program, stating that she often asked her students to sketch their observations in their
journals. However, the art classroom and the environmental science classes have not yet
attempted any collaborative endeavors.
This chapter discussed the information gathered throughout the course of my visit
to Green Woods Charter School, as well as information gleaned from the website prior to
my visit. The subsequent chapter will present data gathered from my observations and
interviews at The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.
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Chapter Five: The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education
In the middle of my two days of observations at Green Woods Charter School, I
set aside time to explore the grounds of The Schuylkill Center for Environmental
Education and to speak with both the Director of Education, Virginia (Gin) Ranly, and
the Associate Director for the Environmental Arts Program, Jenny Laden. Through my
interviews and observations, I hoped to better understand the educational goals and
learning environment of The Schuylkill Center. After a brief morning observation at
Green Woods, I walked across the hall to the front desk of The Schuylkill Center. A few
moments subsequent to my arrival, I was met by Gin Ranly and promptly taken to a
conference room to meet Jenny Laden.
This chapter describes my experience at The Schuylkill Center for Environmental
Education, based on information gleaned from my interview on October 22, 2010 with
Gin Ranly and Jenny Laden, my observations on the grounds of The Schuylkill Center,
and information gathered from the The Schuylkill Center’s website. The data from the
following sections is then further discussed and analyzed in Chapter 8. Photographs taken
during my research visit to The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education can be
viewed in Appendix Q. See Appendix M for the full transcript from my interview with
Virginia (Gin) Ranly and Jenny Laden.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
History and Mission of The Schuylkill Center
The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, originally named The
Schuylkill Valley Nature Center, was founded in 1965 as one of the first urban
environmental education centers in the country. Sisters Eleanor Houston Smith and
Margaret Houston Meigs, along with family members, donated eleven acres of land for
the center, envisioning that it be a place where the general public might visit to
experience and learn about the natural environment. Over the years, the center grew to
cover three hundred and forty acres of land, making it the largest privately-owned open
space within the city limits of Philadelphia. The center consists of a variety of habitats,
including: five teaching ponds, wetlands, woodlands, and meadows. In addition, the
center provides four miles of hiking trails, public programs, school programs for students
of all ages, and teacher workshops. These programs attract numerous guests throughout
the year.
The mission of The Schuylkill Center, as stated on the website, is the following:
To promote, through environmental education, the preservation and improvement
of our natural environment by fostering appreciation, understanding and
responsible use of the ecosystem; by disseminating information on current
environmental issues; by encouraging appropriate public response to
environmental problems; and to maintain the facilities of The Schuylkill Center
and conserve its land for the purpose of environmental education.
(Schuylkillcenter.org)
This mission has been achieved, in large part, through the environmental education
program, which is comprised of four main departments: Education, Land Restoration,
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Wildlife Restoration, and Environmental Art. These programs, though independent from
one another, together provide different perspectives through which environmental
education might be experienced and understood.

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AT THE SCHUYLKILL CENTER
According to Gin Ranly, “Environmental Education, in general, is about
establishing a sense of comfort with the natural environment.” The programs available at
The Schuylkill Center focus on environmental education and the different venues through
which the natural environment might be explored. The staff members of the
Environmental Education program lead tours and teach environmental lessons for visiting
classrooms of students and their teachers. The purpose of these school visits is to instill
that “sense of comfort” within each student as they explore and learn about the natural
world.
Through

its

Education,

Land

Restoration,

Wildlife

Restoration,

and

Environmental Art departments, The Schuylkill Center works to expose visitors to the
range of ways people might interact with nature. The Schuylkill Center’s website
explains, “Our approach to environmental education addresses all of the senses and
allows individuals to make the most of their experiences while visiting.” Through this
multisensory approach, visitors are able to draw connections using the methods that best
suit their learning style (Schuylkillcenter.org).
This multisensory, or interdisciplinary, approach did not seem to be an integral
part of the school visits. In her interview, Gin Ranly elucidated that the school field trips
were “more science-based; very traditional.” Arts seemed to be used more commonly in
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the summer camp, after-school, and outreach programs. However, Ranly recalled a
specific instance in which art was incorporated into a school field trip. She recalled:
“Sometimes we [have done] culminating projects with science and art together, such as
this flower project where we had the kids dissect flowers and then design their own
flowers and pollinator.” So, while art projects were occasionally incorporated into field
trips, they were not used consistently throughout school visits.

School Visits
Although the nature center is open to the public, the majority of weekday visitors
are students and school teachers. The Schuylkill Center offers educational programs both
onsite and offsite, dependent upon the needs of each school. These programs, following
the Pennsylvania State Academic Standards for Environment and Ecology, “give students
the opportunity to more fully understand concepts through hands-on activities as they
make discoveries and connections” (SchuylkillCenter.org). The center offers full-day and
half-day options for visits, with the opportunity to customize a school visit as well—
offering a six week program titled “Ecological Institute.”
As a significant part of the Environmental Education program, students are given
the freedom to unleash their imaginations and freely interact with the natural
environment. The only stipulation for such an activity is that students must remain within
the boundaries set by The Schuylkill Center. There are many areas of the nature center
that have been designated as research areas or private areas. These designations have
been set aside to preserve and protect the natural growth of the plant and animal life.
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However, certain areas, such as “Founders Grove,” have been designated as areas for
students and visitors to roam and explore freely. Students from Green Woods Charter
School, as well as visiting schools, are permitted to play freely in this fenced-in area. In
response to an interview question about the location where learning takes place, Gin
Ranley responded:
Our environmental education program is outside for the majority of the time—
rain or shine. If it’s snowing outside, we tell the kids to bundle up and we’re out
there exploring and learning. Environmental Education, in my opinion is about
having kids comfortable in the outdoors. The only way to do this is to have the
learning take place outdoors. Kids need freedom to explore in the outdoors. That’s
when the real learning occurs. We encourage a lot of free play and exploration at
The Schuylkill Center to let kids’ imaginations run wild.
The perimeters of this play and exploration are based upon the program that each class
has signed up for. The center offers a variety of both full day and half day programs,
including topics such as: Insects and Integrated Pest Management, Aquatic Ecology &
Water Quality, Angling for Pennsylvania Fish, Ecosystem Exploration, Seeds to Trees to
Soil, and Amazing Adaptations—among other topics. The majority of these programs, as
explained by Gin Ranly, do not incorporate art as a part of the educational process. When
art has been incorporated into the curriculum, such as was the case with the “pollinator”
project, it was utilized more for design, rather than a medium for exploration. The
majority of art activities have been confined to the center’s summer camp programs and
the Environmental Art program.

The Environmental Art Program
The Environmental Art program is relatively new to The Schuylkill Center,
beginning in the year 2000. This program, the only one of its kind in Philadelphia, offers
75

an alternative venue through which environmental education is presented to the public.
The Environmental Art program consists of three interrelated program areas: Art in the
Environment, On the Trails, and Brolo Hill Farm. Each of these programs utilizes
different areas of the nature center to inspire artists to work with the elements and
conditions of the site to create their works. The “Art in the Environment” program
encourages artist to create site-specific installations, directly informed by the natural
surroundings of the area. “On the Trails” invites artists to consider the physical
characteristics of the land and environmental issues as they create their works. The works
produced are then displayed alongside the nature center’s trails throughout the spring and
summer. “Brolo Hill Farm,” in contrast to the other two program areas, encourages artists
to explore the agricultural and cultural conditions that may have existed when the
location was an active farm. Through their art installations, artists then relate those
implications to the current state of the environment.
It was evident in my observations and interviews at The Schuylkill Center that
The Environmental Art program focused much of its attention on the environmental
artists and their work. As I walked down the trails, observing the art installations, I felt as
though I were in a museum in which the natural environment became a part of the
displayed works. After viewing the environmental art alongside the trail, I wondered if
students also had the same opportunity as visiting artists. During my interview, I asked
Environmental Art Coordinator, Jenny Laden, about the environmental art program and
whether or not students ever created their own environmental art. She replied:
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[The Schuylkill Center’s] environmental art program is more about conservation,
which is valuable to The Schuylkill Center because it’s a good way to keep it
healthy and clean. There are certain areas of The Schuylkill Center where no one
is allowed to enter. These spaces provide areas for active research to be done by
professors and students. In general, our art program is smaller and relatively new
when compared to our other programs. So at the moment, art-making is much
more focused on the visiting artists than on students creating artwork themselves.
For the artists, the focus is on producing work that uses the environment, not just
commenting on environmental issues. This can prove to be pretty difficult and
challenging for the artists because not only are they making something that is for
a specific site, but we also ask that they add an educational component. For
example, one of our visiting artists, Jeanne Gaffe, did a piece about animals and
their impact on the environment.
Although the Environmental Art program does not focus on student engagement in the
creation of their own environmental art, the program does not hinder children from doing
so during their school visits. Gin Ranly explains: “In general, we encourage kids to
explore the landscape and use their imaginations. We tell kids that they can build
anything they want, but they can’t take ownership of anything. So, there are forts on the
sides of the trail that are continuously changed by new visitors.” While this “fort-making”
may not be considered equivalent to creating environmental art works, there remain
elements of creativity in the building process. In addition to this opportunity for free
exploration, students are occasionally given the opportunity to work with artists or assist
artists in the creation of installations for the nature center.

Artist-In-Residence Program
The artists-in-residence program provides an opportunity for students to work
with visiting artists, such as Jeanne Gaffe, on installations of a similar style and thought
process as the artist’s work. According to The Schuylkill Center’s website, planning and
preparation for the program is a collaborative effort involving the artist, teachers, and
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staff of The Schuylkill Center. In this way, teachers can be assured that the artist-led
activities will relate to the needs of their students and the curriculum being taught in their
classroom. Some of the topics addressed in the artist-in-residence program include:
Insects, Frogs, Birds and Migration, Conservation, Renewable Energy, and Native Plants
and Botany (Schuylkillcenter.org).
Most of the school collaborations in the past have occurred with art students from
Green Woods Charter School, which conveniently shares space with The Schuylkill
Center. However, there have been collaborations with the visitors to the nature center as
well. Gin Ranly described one instance of such collaboration, stating,
[The Schuylkill Center has] had several artists make site-specific pieces for a
space on [its] grounds, like this piece called ‘Ground Play,’ which was about
sustainable structures. For the opening of the exhibit, we had an interactive
component where guests could build stick houses or fairy houses similar to the
artist’s work so that they could better understand the process.
Through hands-on activities, which emulate the artist’s processes, visitors were better
able to understand and connect with the work of art. In this same way, students, through
working with an artist-in-residence, gained insight into the mindset of the artist while
achieving a better understanding of the issues addressed in the artist’s work.

Collaborations with Green Woods Charter School
Due to their proximity to The Schuylkill Center, students at Green Woods Charter
School have collaborated with the Schuylkill Center’s Artist-in-Residence program for
several years. The artist-in-residence program only occurs during the spring semester. So,
for the majority of the school year, Green Woods Charter School and The Schuylkill
Center for Environmental Education appear to operate separately from one another.
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As mentioned previously, staff members from The Schuylkill Center for
Environmental Education used to teach the environmental science portion of Green
Woods Charter School’s curricula. However, since hiring their own environmental
coordinator for the 2009/2010 school year, there is little collaboration between Green
Woods and The Schuylkill Center regarding their environmental curricula. Occasionally,
as mentioned by Gin Ranly in her interview, teachers will request to borrow specific
educational resources or tools from The Schuylkill Center. She mentioned Ms. Mail
specifically during this conversation, recalling that Ms. Mail borrowed bird models to
bring into her art classroom to be sketched by her students on a yearly basis. Thus, aside
from collaborations with the artist-in-residence, there appeared to be little regular
collaboration between Green Woods Charter School and The Schuylkill Center.
This chapter discussed information gathered throughout the course of my visit to
The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, as well as material gleaned from the
website prior to my visit. The subsequent chapter presents data gathered from my
observations and interviews at Wissahickon Charter School.
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Chapter Six: Wissahickon Charter School
INTRODUCTION
After spending several days on the grounds of The Schuylkill Center for
Environmental Education, interviewing and observing students and staff at both the
nature center and Green Woods Charter School, I headed to my next research site:
Wissahickon Charter School (WCS). Although the school is situated on Wissahickon
Avenue, a busy street near the highway, WCS is located across the street from Fernhill
Park—providing hiking trails and natural landscape for students to explore. I initially
selected WCS as one of my research sites both because of its location in Philadelphia and
its situation as an environmental charter school in a more urban environment.
The following chapter offers information gathered from my observations and
interviews at Wissahickon Charter School, as well as data gathered from the school’s
official website. Due to restrictions set by the school administration, I was only permitted
to interview a total of three students from second, fourth, and fifth grade. With these
limitations in mind, this chapter reflects fewer student perspectives than the chapters
concerning the other two school sites. The following sections present information
gathered from WCS in straightforward, non-interpretive fashion. This data is then further
discussed and analyzed in Chapter 8. Photographs taken during my research visit to
Wissahickon Charter School can be viewed in Appendix O.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
History and Mission of School
Wissahickon Charter School officially opened its doors in 2002, after three years
of planning and preparation. Founder, Fran Sugarman and other community members
associated with the planning of the school decided to “focus on the natural environment
as an integrating context for the school.” This idea not only drew parents into the
planning process, but also environmentalists. Initially named “The Philadelphia Earth
School,” the school was later given the name “Wissahickon Charter School” due to its
proximity to the Wissahickon Valley (Wissahickoncharter.org).
In 2001, Wissahickon Charter School (WCS) was granted a conditional charter to
open in September 2001. Due to time constrictions, the planning committee requested
and was granted a deferral to open in September 2002. In May 2002, board members
signed an 11-month lease for the school building. Although this location was not ideal,
due to both its distance from the Wissahickon Valley and proximity to the traffic and
noise on Wissahickon Avenue, the site provided direct access to Fernhill Park and
allowed reconstruction of the interior of the building to fit the needs of the school
(Wissahickoncharter.org).
In September 2002, WCS opened its doors to two hundred students in grades
kindergarten through fifth. The first staff included two teachers for each grade level, an
art teacher, a music teacher, and a “discovery” teacher—responsible to teach
environmental science in the classrooms. Each subsequent year, the school added a new
grade level to their program until they included grades kindergarten through eighth.
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The mission of WCS, as stated on their website, is “to provide a community of
learning with an environmental focus that stimulates the child’s intellectual, social, and
character development.” This mission is accomplished through the following:
A curriculum that teaches children about the interconnectedness of the physical
and human environments; Service learning centered around environmental
themes; parents, students, teachers, and administrators as allies in the community
of learning; Peace education to bring about awareness and conflict resolution
within the community; A diverse student body and staff; student ownership of
learning through empowerment and recognition of diverse learning styles; Small
class sizes; A physical space harmonious with the natural environment.
(Wissahickoncharter.org)
The curriculum of WCS seeks to encourage inquiry into the natural world. Throughout
the year, each classroom selects several “central topics,” chosen both because of their
interest to students and connection to “big ideas” and topics in reading, math, science,
and social studies. The school’s website provides an example of this, stating:
Many of these studies are related to the nearby Wissahickon Valley and its
watershed, but others are connected to the urban environment. So, for example, in
one such study, a second grade does a comparative study of a supermarket and the
local food co-op. Students go to both of these locales to buy lunch and then trace
the origin of all the food that made up their lunches. It is a study that draws on the
science related to nutrition; the environmental studies related to the pollution
created in making and transporting the food; the social studies of production and
the organization of work; the geography of local trip to the stores and the global
path of the food; the mathematics and economics of pricing; and the literacy skills
necessary for researching all of the above. (Wissahickoncharter.org)
This interdisciplinary approach to curriculum development extends to all subjects, though
the focus remains on reading, math, science, and social studies. Through this approach to
education, WCS strives to meet the needs of diverse learners and achieve student
ownership of their education (Wissahickoncharter.org).
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The Art Teacher
WCS has had several art teachers during the course of its eight years of existence.
During my two-day visit, I had the opportunity to observe Ms. Kapusta, the current art
teacher, for two sets of classes in grades kindergarten through eighth. Ms. Kapusta,
originally from Canada, moved to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania shortly after graduating
with her Bachelor of Arts degree from a university in Texas. Prior to teaching at WCS,
Ms. Kapusta taught in two other charter schools in the Philadelphia area. In addition to
teaching art, Ms. Kapusta worked as a landscape painter, frequently painting in the
Wissahickon Valley. Being a landscape painter, she was drawn to the environmental
mission of WCS, stating, “I thought it was an interesting mission. I worked in two other
charter schools that didn’t really have as clear of a mission, so I thought it was interesting
and, I guess, as a landscape painter it was appealing to me.”
As an art teacher, Ms. Kapusta’s focus directly reflected her undergraduate
education in Texas. The art education program under which she studied placed
considerable emphasis on discipline-based art education (see definition in Chapter 2).
When questioned about the focus of her teaching, Ms. Kapusta answered, “I am
interested in working with classroom curricula and coordinating my art lessons with that.
And I want to expose the students to as many different artists, genres of painting and
variety of media as I can” (see Appendix H). So, in addition to discipline-based art
education,

Ms.

Kapusta

has

placed

considerable

emphasis

on

establishing

interdisciplinary connections within her curriculum—aligning her curriculum goals with
those of WCS.
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INITIAL OBSERVATIONS
Equipped with the background information gathered from Wissahickon Charter
School’s website and email correspondence with Ms. Kapusta, I turned my rental car
onto Wissahickon Avenue to begin my two days of observations at this urban
environmental charter school. After driving several blocks, I began to see school buses
and school crossing signs—indications that I had arrived at my destination. However, I
immediately noticed that there were no places to park. Access to the parking lot was
gated and closed until all students had entered the building. Pulling to the side of the
street, I stopped to question the crossing guard about parking. He asked that I wait on the
side of the street until most students were inside the building. After twenty minutes of
waiting, the guard opened the gate, granting me entrance to the school.
Although the presence of the gates suggested a heightened level of security,
reminiscent to that of a penitentiary, the front of the school was warmly decorated with
student murals and signs, encouraging recycling and care for the planet. After signing in
at the front desk, I wandered through the school halls in search of the art classroom. As I
turned the corner, I was overwhelmed by the artwork that covered almost every inch of
the hallway walls. Enormous murals, interspersed with displays of student artwork, led
the way to the art classroom, continuing on throughout the hallways of the school.
Each classroom had three windows, permitting visitors to freely observe every
class from the hallway, without disturbing or distracting the students. As I opened the
door to the art room, the bell, which had been selected by the middle school, chimed—
signifying the beginning of homeroom announcements. After several minutes of waiting
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inside the classroom, I was met by Ms. Kapusta. She immediately began setting up for
her first class, answering my questions as she worked.
While Ms. Kapusta set up for her class, I perused the room décor. The classroom
walls resembled those of a traditional art classroom—plastered with color wheels, posters
of the elements of art, copies of famous art works from the past, classroom rules, and
student artwork. Although the space felt as though it would be crowded when occupied
by a class, it was organized in such a way that students, teachers, and visitors could move
freely about the room.
After a half an hour, the first class of fifth graders lined up by the door, waiting to
be led into the classroom. Ms. Kapusta finished setting up the projector as the students
filed into the room—locating their assigned seats. After a few minutes spent in waiting,
Ms. Kapusta launched into her first art lesson of the day.

THE ART PROGRAM
Ms. Kapusta taught two classes for each grade level, with the exception of the
middle school grades. Each class was distinguished by either a -01 or -02 after their grade
level. For example, the two second grade classes were labeled as “201” and “202.” Both
seventh and eighth grade art classes took art class for one semester. During my visit, Ms.
Kapusta only taught the seventh grade classes from the middle school program. In the
spring, the eighth grade classes would have art class in place of seventh grade.
The art classroom was organized into sections. The front half of the room
contained six large tables with five chairs situated around the four larger tables. Two
smaller tables were placed against the side wall—each with two or three chairs. The back
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half of the classroom was divided into two sections; the art supply section and the “green
carpet” reading area. The art supply area utilized large bookshelves for the purpose of
organizing the art supplies. In the middle of this section was a large table that had once
been the teacher’s desk. It had since been transformed into an additional storage area—
complete with shelves to hold student work.
The green carpeted reading area was utilized as an instructional area for the lower
elementary students. At the beginning of each class, Ms. Kapusta led the students to the
green carpet, where they sat and listened as she read a story or presented the lesson of the
day. Sitting in her chair next to the bookshelf, Ms. Kapusta demonstrated the art project
on her easel—often asking that the students draw shapes in air to demonstrate their
understanding before being dismissed to their seats.
In my observations with Ms. Kapusta, it was obvious that she placed great
emphasis on student preparation before beginning a project. She explained her teaching
process to me, saying,
I think that for me what works is a lot of prep before actually going into the studio
project. So, like today with fifth grade, we look at work, we talk about it, we write
about it, we sketch. Even with the sixth grade--they’re about to do their sewing,
so we’re practicing and doing it on a scrap before we approach our project. I do
that a lot. My projects tend to last for a long time—not with kindergarten or first
grade, but from there up they do. A lot of thought and practice goes into the
project. (see Appendix H)
This process, in her opinion, not only reduces the amount of wasted materials during
class, but also gives the students the opportunity to produce several high-quality projects,
as opposed to large quantities of rushed work.
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These more involved projects seemed to remain in the minds of the students as
well, and were alluded to by many students in their interviews. Referencing a recent unit
about the artist Henri Rousseau, a fifth grade student explained, “We studied Henri
Rousseau and about his backgrounds and how his animals weren’t realistic. He painted a
lot of jungles and he had a lot of banana trees. We outlined our projects and then painted
them with oil pastels” (see Appendix F). A second grader, likewise, mentioned a sewing
project they had completed while simultaneously studying birds. She stated, “I like
stitching—especially the running stitch. My favorite project is the birds project where we
got to stitch birds” (see Appendix E). For this project, the second graders began by
practicing stitches and drawing birds prior to attempting their final project.
I witnessed several examples of these sorts of art projects during my two days of
observation in Ms. Kapusta’s classroom. One of her sixth grade classes, for example, was
beginning a sewing project. Rather than jumping directly into the project, she began by
teaching the class how to thread a needle and sew a button onto a piece of felt. After the
students had successfully attached their buttons to the felt, they were taught how to tie-off
prior to cutting the thread. In order to avoid waste, Ms. Kapusta planned to eventually
turn these practice felt squares into pillows. In addition to this exercise, Ms. Kapusta
planned to practice different stitching patterns with her class. After mastering these
exercises, students would then be permitted to begin work on their sewing project.
In a similar manner, one of the third grade classes was beginning to study the art
of Elizabeth Catlett. To introduce the students to the project, Ms. Kapusta showed images
of Catlett’s sculptures and talked about sculpting and the mechanics involved in working
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with clay. After the discussion, she gave a mound of modeling clay to each student and
asked that they create a sculpture for a museum exhibit at the end of class. She explained
that they would not be keeping these sculptures, but would get to keep the sculptures they
created out of “real clay.” As the students worked, Ms. Kapusta demonstrated simple
techniques for creating people and animals from the clay.
As the class period ended, students were asked to walk around quietly to look at
the sculptures of their peers. During this activity, the students remained focused and
seemed to enjoy having the opportunity to observe the other sculptures in the room. As
was the case with many of the classes I observed, the third grade students were asked to
finish their work early and were then read a story on the green carpet while waiting for
their classroom teacher to arrive. Other classes in similar situations were entertained with
games or book readings as well. When questioned about this, Ms. Kapusta explained that
she preferred shorter classes for the lower elementary school students, so they often
cleaned up early to allow time for games or reading at the end of the class period.

Interdisciplinary Education
Aligned with the school’s mission, Ms. Kapusta worked to make interdisciplinary
connections in her curriculum. These connections, while encouraged by administration,
were not obligatory for any of the teachers. So, whenever Ms. Kapusta wished to use
another subject area as a springboard for an art lesson, she talked to that teacher
individually to obtain a copy of their lesson plans.
From my observations and conversations in the art classroom, it seemed as though
writing and literature were the subjects most frequently incorporated into the art
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curriculum. As mentioned previously, Ms. Kapusta maintained a small library in the
corner of her room. These books, and others borrowed from the school library, were used
as inspiration for projects, as well as time-fillers in the event that a project was finished
early.
During my visit, I observed a fifth grade art lesson that successfully incorporated
both social studies and writing. Informed that the fifth grade class had been learning
about the first colonies of the United States of America in their social studies class, Ms.
Kapusta planned to create colonial puppets with the students. She began by discussing
portrait artists, or “limners,” and “Freake Limner” portraits. After viewing several
projections of these anonymously painted portraits, she asked the class to write a creative
story about one of the subjects they had seen portrayed in the viewed portraits. These
stories were then read to the rest of the class. After the stories had been read, the students
watched a short cartoon about the original thirteen colonies. At the conclusion of the
video, they were asked to begin planning the design for their colonist puppets.
In addition to literature and writing, Ms. Kapusta occasionally establishes
connections between other subject areas, such as math and science. Environmental
science, as one of the subject areas included in the Wissahickon Charter School
curriculum, has been incorporated into the art curriculum in years past. Although it is by
no means the focus of the art curriculum. Ms. Kapusta explained,
Last year when [the Discovery teacher] was teaching regularly, I would get her
syllabus or whatever—her curriculum, and I would look at things she was talking
about. So if she was studying insects, we might do something in here. Third grade
was working with animals; we did animals in here. So I would try to look and try
to see what she was doing in her class and try to use some of those ideas in here.
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These ideas drawn from the environmental science program were utilized as inspiration
for art lessons such as the bird-themed sewing projects or drawings. The art lessons,
although related to the themes discussed in Discovery class, did not appear to reflect an
extension of the experiential learning associated with environmental education. Rather,
they seemed to lean towards a more traditional art-making approach, per Ms. Kapusta’s
undergraduate education.

Environmental Education
As an environmental charter school, Wisshickon Charter School (WCS) made
part of its mission to stimulate learning through an “environmental focus.” The school
was located directly across the street from Fernhill Park and a few miles from the
Wissahickon Valley. As part of the environmental education, or “Discovery,” program at
WCS, classes took trips to the park and Wissahickon Valley to hike and explore the
natural environment—though these trips only occurred a few times each semester, based
on each class’ curriculum.
“Wissahickon in the Wissahickon” was an annual trip in which the entire school
spends the day hiking and exploring the Wisshickon Valley. In response to a question
about what aspects he liked most about going to WCS, a fifth grade student responded, “I
like that we’re an environmental school so we get to go outside for recess and sometimes
we go to the Wissahickon as a whole school for Discovery class.” Ms. Kapusta
elaborated, explaining,
What’s cool about [Wissahickon in the Wissahickon] is the kids are kind of
broken down into groups and it goes across grade levels, so they’re working with
kids they don’t really know that well and they’re kind of hiking through trails and
figuring out how to get around with their maps and stuff.
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During my visit, I took a walk over to Fernhill Park to observe the trails and playground
area that is often utilized by WCS for recess periods and Discovery class lessons. The
park provided beautiful facilities and landscape for learning and exploration. Although it
was located in close proximity to a busy highway, the park offered a sense of seclusion
and escape from the urban environment beyond the park gates.
The “Discovery” program in years past functioned as a separate class, similar to
the art or music classrooms, in which all classes participated on a weekly basis—often
going to the park for their lessons. As of this school year, however, the Discovery
program was reduced to appointment-only classes. So, if a class was studying a topic
related to environmental science, the classroom teacher could schedule a class period to
meet with the Discovery teacher. Due, in part, to this change in the school program, I was
unable to observe the environmental program in action. However, I was able to view the
environmental science classroom—the front entrance of which was adorned with large
artificial leaves. These leaves created a small awning of sorts, under which students
passed when entering the room.
The absence of a full-time environmental science class seemed to have some
effect on the art curriculum, in that there appeared to be a decrease in the environmental
content from which to draw interdisciplinary connections.
Influence of Environmentally-Focused Charter
While conducting preparatory research of Wissahickon Charter School, I had
made note of its environmentally-focused charter and curricula. With the background
information in mind, I was curious about the impact this environmentally-focused charter
had on the art curricula. Actively searching for ways the charter had influenced the
school, I was immediately drawn to the visual cues in both the exterior and interior of the
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school building—promoting recycling and care for the earth. Each classroom came
equipped with a blue recycling bin and several signs were posted around the school to
encourage recycling and responsible behavior.
The schools walls, inside-and-out, were covered in beautiful murals, illustrating
the environmental focus of the school’s charter. According to Ms. Kapusta, Mural Arts, a
community arts program, met at WCS for an after-school program in which they planned
and painted murals around the school and surrounding areas. In addition to the murals
located throughout the school building, there was a large mural painted under a bridge in
Fernhill Park. The creation of this mural was a collaborative effort involving Mural Arts
and WCS, in which students painted their own squares in the lower sections of a mural,
painted by community artists. Students’ squares boasted images of flowers, peace
symbols, and other environmentally-friendly messages.
Although the classroom curricula at WCS had environmental science lessons
woven into it, specialized classes such as art and music did not seem to be required to
include environmental science—though they were applauded for any efforts to do so. In
regards to the school’s charter, Ms. Kapusta remarked,
[Our school] is definitely focused on the environment. I think that the trips and
things that the kids go on kind of support the mission. And I know that part of the
strategic plan is to incorporate more of the ideas and stuff into their curriculum.
But I think that it’s hard because we have to take standardized tests and it’s not all
about the environment. So it’s kind of a hard balance. . .
Rather than focusing her art curriculum on environmental studies, Ms. Kapusta preferred
a more traditional, DBAE approach to art education. In addition, incorporating
interdisciplinary connections into her curriculum seemed to be of importance to her
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instruction. If the environmental science curriculum included a topic that inspired an art
project, then that project would be incorporated into her lesson plans. However, beyond
these interdisciplinary connections, environmental art did not appear to be incorporated
into her curriculum in a significant way. When asked if she could give an example of an
environmental art lesson she had taught, she responded,
I try to talk about all the things that we use in here that are recycled. Last year
when we had our lunch program, they used Styrofoam trays. I would have the
kids bring me their tray from lunch and we used those for sculptures and mixing
paints and stuff like that. So we do that. We use a lot of newspaper when we do
paper mache. So we talk about those kinds of things.
The shelves in Ms. Kapusta’s classroom housed many recycled containers, which were
used as both materials and tools for projects. As described by Ms. Kapusta, the concept of
recycling was tied into her instruction, in that she conserved her art supplies and asked
that students practice art-making techniques and processes prior to attempting a larger,
more involved project.
In my observations and conversations, I discovered that outdoor, experiential
learning did not occur in the art classroom. In fact, when asked about their art-learning
preference, all interviewed students expressed a preference for indoor art-making and
learning. A second grade student explained, “I prefer to stay inside and sit in my chair.
It’s quieter inside. We don’t ever go outside for class” (see Appendix E). A fourth grade
student responded in similar fashion, stating, “I prefer inside because it’s more peaceful
and quiet” (see Appendix G). Although they did not venture out-of-doors for art class,
students seemed to enjoy the time they were able to spend outside during the Discovery
class. A fifth grader, in reply to a question about his art learning preference, referenced
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his experiences in the Discovery class, stating, “Sometimes we go outside for Discovery
class and we observe things. My class just went on a camping trip where we learned
about trees, animals, and how sap helps to heal trees. Last year we learned about animal
pellets” (see Appendix F).
Although learning in the natural environment did not occur in her art classroom,
Ms. Kapusta felt it was very important to instill within her students an understanding of
the surrounding visual culture. When asked about her opinion of an environmentallyfocused art program, Ms. Kapusta replied,
Part of what I like to do is to make them aware of the visual world around them.
So, if there’s a show that’s coming to the museum and they’re seeing billboards
and stuff, I want to introduce them to all the artists that are on the buses, on the
billboards, and things like that. So for me, that’s a huge part of it because I think
art has its own history and its own materials and things like that, so I don’t think
an art program could be exclusively environmental. I wouldn’t be able to teach
like that. I mean, I wasn’t trained that way. You know, this is kind of like a new
thing for me. I used to save materials and ask for egg cartons and things like that,
and I really didn’t like that kind of stuff. I don’t like the way the art looks. But,
there are also a lot of things that I have not explored that I probably could do—
like looking at artists who do the installations in the environment and maybe
doing something in the park. There are things that I could do that I just haven’t
done. I think that in terms of appreciating nature and the world around them, I
kind of focus on that a lot. But other things I probably don’t do as well.
Many of the students attending WCS were from the city and, as such, were exposed to
urban environments and visual culture on a daily basis. Because of this, Ms. Kapusta felt
it is important to inform students about the artists and works they see every day.
Since WCS was an environmental charter school and was said to have frequented
the Wissahickon Valley for school-wide trips, I was curious about the art classroom’s
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involvement, if any, with the Wissahickon Valley. When questioned about this matter,
Ms. Kapusta responded,
I mean, I’ve done landscapes, but I haven’t done anything specifically with the
Wissahickon, like taking the classes there and drawing there. One time we did a
field trip where we went to old city and the kids sketched Independence Hall and
that was a very cool experience. I should really do more of that, but I don’t.
That’ll be my goal—to take the kids across the street and have them sketch the
landscape.
Fernhill Park, which sits directly across the street from WCS, provides easy access to the
wonders of the natural environment—including several miles of hiking trails. In our
conversations, Ms. Kapusta attributed the art classroom’s limited involvement in outdoor
art-making and explorations not to issues of classroom management, but rather to an
overt curricular omission—as trips to the park require extra planning and energy. Since
the students were exposed to experiential learning in their Discovery classes, I wondered
if they ever requested to go outside in the art classroom. Ms. Kapusta responded, “No.
[The students] don’t bug me about it. They should, but they don’t.”
This chapter discussed the information gathered throughout the course of my visit
to Wissahickon Charter School, as well as information gleaned from the website prior to
my visit. The subsequent chapter will present data gathered from my observations and
interviews at Seven Generations Charter School in Emmaus, Pennsylvania.
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Chapter Seven: Seven Generations Charter School
INTRODUCTION
Having observed the art classroom of a more urban-influenced environmental
charter school, I awakened at the brink of sunrise on October 28, 2010 to begin the drive
to a more rural site: Emmaus, Pennsylvania. As I entered into the town, time seemed to
slow. Turning onto a small road, I passed by several antique shops and restaurants,
featuring splintering wooden porches and chairs. A short distance down the road, my
GPS began to announce my arrival. I slowed as I began to see the school crosswalks,
though there were not yet students or cars in the area. To my right I observed a dirt
parking lot. Though I could not see the sign for the school, I pulled into the parking lot.
After a few minutes, cars slowly began to park and teachers trickled into the building. I
decided it best to follow them into the building. Tucked away behind several trees, I
noticed a triangular-patterned rooftop. Below the rooftop was the sign I had been
searching for: “Seven Generations Charter School.” I had arrived at my final research
site.
This chapter offers information gathered from my observations and interviews at
Seven Generations on October 28, 2010, as well as data gathered from the school’s
official website. Seven Generations Charter School was initially selected for my research
due to both its more rural location and its proximity to my other research sites in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Due to stipulations set by the school administration, I was
only permitted to visit the school for one day. With these parameters in mind, this chapter
reflects only one day’s worth of observations, although I had completed quite a bit of
background preparation leading up to my visit. In the following sections I present the
information gathered from Seven Generations Charter School in a direct and descriptive
fashion. This data is then further discussed and analyzed in Chapter 8. Photographs taken
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during my research visit to Seven Generations Charter School can be viewed in Appendix
P.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION
History and Mission of School
Seven Generations Charter School was founded by a group of more than 50
individuals and families who worked for two years to develop their vision of an
environmentally-focused school. According to the Seven Generations School website, the
initial conversation that sparked the development of the school involved founding
members, Pana Columbus and Rob Aptaker. As two individuals with knowledge and love
of the natural world, they began to discuss the elements that would make up their dream
school. They discussed the following questions:
What would a school look like that was focused on experiential learning? Where
being outside in nature was an extension of the classroom? Where being a steward
of the earth and an engaged citizen was as important to a child’s education as
math and reading skills? (Sevengenerationsschool.org)
The conversation that ensued concerning this “dream school” blossomed into a
community of people working to fundraise and develop the foundation for a new charter
school.
In 2008, the charter application was submitted to the East Penn School Board.
After being initially denied in February 2009, the charter was rewritten and subsequently
accepted at the end of March 2009. Wishing to open their doors in August 2009, the
school board worked quickly to hire staff members and refurbish the school building over
the summer. The school, located in a renovated 19th-century silk mill, opened its doors
that fall to nearly two hundred students in grades kindergarten through fourth
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(Sevengenerationsschool.org). The school plans to add an additional grade each year,
until they include grades kindergarten through eighth.
Over the last year-and-a-half of its existence, SGCS has worked to uphold the
following mission statement:
Seven Generations Charter School is an academically rich educational community
creating generations of stewards who embrace our world and each other. All
members of the Seven Generations Charter School community are committed to a
public education alternative that promotes sustainability and citizenship with an
interdisciplinary,
individualized,
project-based
curriculum.
(Sevengenerationsschool.org).
With these goals in mind, SGCS adopted the EIC curricular model (see Definitions
section in Chapter 1). Through the utilization of this model,
Seven Generations transcends the barriers between disciplines that exist in the
traditional public school, as all teaching and learning is centered on common
projects. Lessons across disciplines are intertwined, and all classes at a grade level
are coordinated with one another as they do their part in bringing a project
together. Interdisciplinary learning fosters students’ ability to see connections
between subject matter, to synthesize disparate knowledge, and to develop
creative approaches to problem-solving that are essential in the real world.
This approach to education encourages teachers to embrace a collaborative teaching style
often absent in traditional public schools.
To further distinguish themselves from traditional public schools, SGCS has
developed an alternative school schedule in which teachers are provided an extra half-day
of collaborative planning time on a weekly basis. During this time, teachers meet as a
collective unit to discuss their curricular plans and to brainstorm ways in which
interdisciplinary connections might be made. In addition to a more flexible school
schedule, specialized classes such as art and physical education have been renamed,
“IDEAS” and “PLAY” classes, inferring a wider spectrum of content.
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Through these subtle changes, Seven Generations works to promote the seven
core values upon which it was founded: sustainability, creativity, mutual respect, cultural
richness, integrated, academic excellence, and hands-on learning—as reflected in its
mission statement.
The Art Teacher
When Seven Generations Charter School (SGCS) opened its doors in August
2009, the art class named “IDEAS” was taught by a certified elementary school teacher,
Ms. Panik. Although she was not certified to teach art, she accepted the position in hopes
that an elementary school position would open the following year. Being both an outdoor
enthusiast and arts education advocate, Ms. Panik incorporated a significant amount of
outdoor, experiential learning into her art program. After her first year of teaching art at
SGCS, Ms. Panik was hired to teach 5th grade. Her position as the “IDEAS” teacher was
then filled by Ms. Miller, a certified art educator with six years of experience in the
Allentown School District.
Prior to her experiences in the field of art education, Ms. Miller worked in the
design industry for ten years as a graphic designer, illustrator, book designer, and pottery
designer. According to the school’s website, Ms. Miller has also had experience in tiered
cake decoration and interior design. When questioned as to what brought her to SGCS,
Ms. Miller responded,
Well, in my last place of occupation—place of horror—I was teaching nine
classes a day on a cart, not a lot of support for art education, so I knew there was a
better way to teach a little more team work. So when I heard that this school had
opened, I decided to come and check it out. And they interviewed me because the
teacher that was here decided that she wanted to go back to the classroom. So
she’s the fifth grade teacher now and then the art position opened. So I came and
learned a little bit more about what they do here and said immediately, ‘This is the
place for me. Please hire me.’ (see Appendix L)
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In addition to her desire for a more collaborative working location, Ms. Miller was
inspired by the environmental focus of the school’s mission, stating,
So much of art is environmental—even where we get our supplies. The native
Americans made their own paints and own colors. The pigments that we use today
[are] based on the natural elements, the powders. And I thought it was an
interesting concept—enough to go forward with. So I thought it’s a perfect
thought. In my past years with the school district, I did more science than
anything else—science and art. So I thought this was a perfect place to go with
that. So the color theory, outdoor impact on the artist—that kind of thing.
Although her previous experiences lie outside the realm of environmental schools, Ms.
Miller seemed excited to collaborate with other instructors and to begin incorporating
environmental education into her art curriculum.
INITIAL OBSERVATIONS
As I walked through the school entrance, I felt as though I were visiting the
school on a weekend. I approached the front desk, hoping to check-in. However, the desk
was empty. Hunting for a sign-in sheet, I finally checked myself in and located a name
badge. Since there were no staff members in sight, I began walking through the silent
hallways in search of the art classroom.
My senses went into overdrive as I began my search. Every wall of the school was
seemingly covered with student artwork, and every classroom door had a giant scarecrow
sitting in its entryway. I discovered later that these scarecrows were for a school
fundraiser. Students and staff were asked to put coins into the jars that corresponded with
their favorite scarecrow, and the classroom with the most money in their jar would then
receive the honor of leading the school Halloween parade the following school day.
After a few minutes of searching, I was able to locate a small sign indicating the
art classroom. I was immediately greeted at the door by Ms. Miller, who explained that
100

there was a board meeting being held inside her classroom. Regardless, she ushered me
inside the classroom, introduced me to the board, and took me to the side of the
classroom to talk with me about her lesson plans for the day. The area in which we sat
had been furnished with a large black leather couch, an oversized red armchair with small
sneakers for legs, and a long dry-erase board. Ms. Miller explained that she eventually
hoped to have classroom art conversations in this area, but for the time being, the space
was utilized as a staff lounge, of sorts.
After the board meeting ended, Ms. Miller took me for a short tour of the school
building, pointing out the student artwork she had hung in each hallway. The displayed
works were comprised of the expressions of both the first year of art classes at SGCS and
projects that had been completed more recently by students under the direction of Ms.
Miller. Inside the administrative offices were hung baskets, woven from recycled
newspaper and sold by students as a fundraiser for the art program.
At the end of the hallway, Ms. Miller pointed out the all-purpose room, in which
“PLAY” classes, as well as school-wide meetings, were held. She informed me that the
Play classes, taught by a certified yoga instructor, often included yoga exercises in their
curricula. A school-wide meeting was held each week, and began with several minutes of
meditation. In addition to these uses, the all-purpose room functioned as the school
library.
As we walked through the hallways, Ms. Miller told me that the school did not yet
have a cafeteria, so students ate lunch in their classrooms prior to being led outside for
recess. In order to allow the classroom teachers a lunch break, the specialist teachers
would oversee the lunch periods. As part of Ms. Miller’s responsibilities, she would eat
her lunch with the fifth grade class across the hallway. The classroom teacher would then
arrive back in time to lead the fifth grade students to recess.
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When we returned to the art classroom, Ms. Miller finished preparations for her
class as we conversed about her program and her first lesson of the day. Her initial class
that day was with a group of first graders, working on a tablecloth weaving project based
on a Dr. Seuss insect drawing book they had read during their previous class period. As
the small group of thirteen-to-fifteen students began filing into the classroom, I situated
myself towards the back of the room to begin my day of classroom observations.
THE ART PROGRAM
Ms. Miller taught three art classes for each grade level, kindergarten through fifth.
Adding a new grade every year, Seven Generations Charter School (SGCS) had not yet
included the middle school grades into their program. Since SGCS had three classes for
each grade level, class sizes remained manageable—with thirteen to sixteen students in
the lower elementary classes and twenty-three to twenty-six students in the upper
elementary. These class sizes enabled Ms. Miller to focus more individual attention on
her students, and also provided increased freedom for the types of projects created in art
class.
The art classroom was modestly decorated, boasting an accented wall with a
hanging picture frame and a few signs, as well as a color wheel and “elements of art”
chart. For the most part, however, the walls remained bare. Ms. Miller explained during
her preparations that she preferred minimal decorations, as she felt that the simple décor
inspired more creativity and focus in the students. Five long rectangular tables paralleled
a dry-erase board in the front of the classroom. Each table seated a maximum of seven
students, which left the back tables empty for the smaller, lower-elementary grade
classes.

102

Due to the small physical size of her classroom, Ms. Miller utilized the sides and
back of her art room as storage spaces. Eventually, she planned to cover these storage
areas with a large curtain in order to eliminate the distraction caused by the many
materials. The lack of space also left her with limited room for her personal desk and
work area. As a result, Ms. Miller resorted to keeping her lesson plans on a small end
table in the back of the classroom, with a box of sample projects close by. Since her
furnished area in the back of the room doubled as a staff lounge of sorts, staff members
often interrupted the class, as they would sit on the couches and eat.
The classroom had two doorways—one was used as an entrance and one as an
exit. On the exit door was affixed “Art Party” charts for each class. These charts
functioned as a behavior management tool, as classes could earn a maximum of five
points every day, dependent upon their behavior in class. After students had lined up at
the door, Ms. Miller would go over their daily points, asking students if they had cleaned
up, listened, been respectful, worked hard, and helped others. Students were then given
the opportunity to earn up to two extra points if they could think of other positive things
that they had done. In the event that a class filled their chart, they were given an “Art
Party,” in which they could vote on the activity for one class period. The caveat for this
activity was that it involved art-making. So, for example, a class might vote to watch a
movie while working on a project based on the content of the film. Or, they might vote to
work with a special material, which Ms. Miller would bring in from home. Students
seemed to respond well to this incentive, and behavioral issues were minimal.
Ms. Miller seemed to prefer to teach her classes from the side of the room, rather
than the front with the dry-erase board. Her teaching location seemed much more
conducive to capturing the attention of the entire class during demonstrations and
readings. For projects, Ms. Miller preferred to give instructions in small segments,
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waiting until most of the class had finished the first step in order to explain the next
procedure. She did not like to have a lot of supplies out at once, so she often prepared
paper and supplies ahead of time to minimize the use or overuse of supplies during her
classes. Students who finished early were often asked to free draw, or help clean-up
supplies while waiting to begin the next step.
During my day of observations, I watched as a class of first graders worked on
their weaving projects, based on an illustration in Dr. Seuss’ On Beyond Bugs: All About
Insects. The illustration depicted a checkered picnic table cloth with ants crawling over
the top. Based on this image, Ms. Miller asked her class to weave red and white
checkered tablecloths. Once completed, bugs would then be added to the white squares.
A fly-swatter would then be covered with paint to “swat” the bugs—adding an element of
printmaking to the project.
Ms. Miller began the lesson by reviewing insects with the class, asking students to
explain what made something an insect. As described earlier, Ms. Miller often prepared
materials before class in order to save time and supplies. In preparation for the weaving
portion of the project, she had cut white strips of paper. In this way, she minimized the
amount of work required of the students, as they needed only cut their red pieces of
construction paper. Ms. Miller refrained from placing glue on the work tables, stating that
she would let them glue their papers down on another day, or the students would end up
getting glue all over everything.
Ms. Miller thoroughly enjoyed literature and, in fact, maintained a small library in
the back of her art room. Many of the lessons I observed during my visit at SGCS had
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been developed from a story that had been read to the students. Ms. Miller often preferred
to base projects on one illustration in a book, or a specific section of a story, as opposed
to an entire piece of literature. In her interview (see Appendix L), she elaborated, stating:
Literacy is, and that’s kind of my net, the scoop where kids don’t want to read
because maybe they’re forced to read. But then I talk about how books—even the
books without the pictures—inspire some images in your head and you can draw
those, or draw a story, or take something from that and blow it up to bigger than
life. So [in] the one book I read about the insects—I keep going back to the
insects just because that’s been a longer theme—there was a picnic blanket shown
and a whole bunch of insects crawling onto the blanket trying to get the food.
That right there was the inspiration; Okay, let’s introduce weaving [with] paper,
and then we splat it. So [it’s] a new way of printmaking with the fly swatters. So
you can take a small idea and then spread it out [through] experimenting. So
maybe they’ll use that fly swatter to make a textured painting at a later point, or
do something else. Maybe not that literally, but they know that there’s other
things out there that maybe aren’t meant to be used for painting, that can be used.
So it just kind of plants that seed and hopefully it’ll grow.
Interdisciplinary Education
The art classroom, as was the case with all classrooms at Seven Generations
Charter School (SGCS), worked in collaboration with the other discipline areas and
classroom curricula. Ms. Miller explained,
My idea is that I catch all of the academic issues, like if they have trouble with
math, or if they have trouble with reading or writing, I scoop them up in my net.
So I’m teaching basically the same things that the classrooms are, just from a
different angle, so that if they can understand it in art, it can be applied to what
they’re doing in the classroom that they’re not understanding. So I’m kind of
scooping everybody with everybody else—plus, it gives it a little more hands-on
experience. They do a lot in the classroom—they go outside and they look at
microscopes, but it always involves academic type of stuff, so this sort of lets
them explode and experiment with their own ideas, rather than having a sheet and
saying, “okay this is what you need to do. You need to measure the temperature,
the color of the pond…” That kind of stuff. So that when they’re in here, they can
express what they actually saw instead of what they’re asked to see. So they may
have a different perspective, but they might not say it in an academic setting
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because everybody should be having the same perspective. It’s kind of bringing
everything together.
This sense of collaborative learning seemed to be the driving force at SGCS. Every
Wednesday afternoon, all staff members meet to discuss their lesson plans for the week
and opportunities or ideas for collaboration. In this way, the classroom curriculum is able
to reach a wider array of learning styles. During student interviews, a fifth grade student
described the things she liked best about SGCS, explaining:
My other school taught you things but didn’t tell you how to use them—just
learning to learn them. Here we do a lot more art. Things are more creative, which
makes it easier to learn—doing things hands on. We go on hikes to see what
we’re learning about. We’re always learning something new. For me, it’s more
important to go out and do things in the community.
Through interviews and conversations with Ms. Miller and Ms. Panik, the former
art teacher, I discovered that the original plan for the school was to create a more organic
flow to education, in which there existed no rigidly-defined schedule. The emphasis,
rather, would be the interconnectedness of all disciplines—working together to enable
students to fully explore ideas. However, unable to find someone to spearhead this freeflowing schedule, the school settled into a more organized block schedule.
The art, or IDEAS class, was viewed as an integral part of these interdisciplinary
connections. Phil Arnold, co-founder and former administrative director of SGCS, was a
tremendous advocate for the arts. Ms. Miller explained that she often went to him to
request items for her classroom. In my conversation with Phil Arnold, he stated that art
was a great way for students to process the things they had learned in other classes. He
felt that art was an important tool through which they could apply their knowledge, and
thus strengthen their learning.
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Although Ms. Miller seemed to intertwine literature into every lesson I observed,
she explained later that she frequently worked to collaborate with classroom curricula—
mostly related to the sciences. She stated,
I follow along with what’s going on in the classrooms, but I tend to go more
towards sciences—you know, ecology, sharks, insects. But not necessarily going
out and drawing a landscape as you see it. I tend to focus on the world as a whole
rather than just Pennsylvania or just Emmaus, which seems to be happening in the
classrooms. They focus on this area, because they can walk out and see it. But I
tend to bring in a lot of visuals from other places—the Antarctic, and…we will be
doing penguins in first grade.
So, rather than focusing on the local environment surrounding SGCS, Ms. Miller felt it
pertinent to introduce students to the wide world outside their immediate environment.
Environmental Education
Prior to visiting Seven Generations Charter School (SGCS), I searched the
school’s website in hopes of locating information concerning their environmental
education program. Although I found information explaining the health risks associated
with outdoor learning and explorations, I was unable to find anything describing the
environmental program or instructor. In my observations and conversations at SGCS, I
discovered they did not have an environmental science classroom, but rather had an
“EIC” instructor who would work with teachers and classes, as needed. Being of Native
American descent, this instructor often took various classes outside for hikes and
campfires. During these activities, he taught them some of his ancestral traditions and
respect for the natural environment through storytelling and explorations.
SGCS is located within walking distance of several miles of hiking trails. In
addition, the grounds on which the school building rests are set against the backdrop of a
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lush, verdant forest. Between dense trees trickled a stream, which was used for a variety
of activities associated with field explorations.
During my interviews with them (see Appendices I - K), all students spoke of
their environmental experiences as being the aspect they liked most about SGCS. One
second grade student commented, “[I like] that we go outside almost every day and we go
hiking.” A fifth grade student referenced his experiences with the EIC instructor,
commenting, “It’s fun. We make fires in the backyard for EIC class.” Likewise, a fourth
grade student said, “We hike one or two times a week. For EIC we go outside and study
trees.” One of her classmates elaborated: “We go outside a lot and go on nature walks,
field trips, and roast chestnuts. We went on a hike yesterday and got to chew on long pine
needles. They have vitamin C in them!”
The absence of an EIC classroom seemed to contribute to the environmental
mission of the school, in that environmental education and awareness were meant to
permeate all aspects of the school curricula. While the school had not yet achieved the
organic educational flow they desired, their interdisciplinary approach to education
seemed to create a unified staff and student body. Through experiential learning
approaches, explorations and curiosity were encouraged.
Influence of Environmentally-Focused Charter
Since the school did not have an environmental education class, all classroom
teachers taught lessons in environmental science to their classrooms. For the specialist
classes, such as PLAY (physical education) class and IDEAS (art) class, environmental
education was not a curricular requirement. However, both Ms. Miller and the former art
teacher, Ms. Panik, felt it important to include environmental studies in their art program.
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Ms. Panik taught the IDEAS class for the first year at SGCS. As an active,
outdoor-enthusiast and arts advocate, Ms. Panik took her art class outside for the majority
of the first half of the school year. She would often ask the classroom teachers to walk
their students to the nearby pond or stream, where she would meet them to do watercolor
paintings or sketches. In addition, she would often take her classes on hikes to sketch
their observations, while discussing topics such as trees or conservation. In my
conversation with Ms. Panik, she expressesd that she encouraged students, both in her art
program and her fifth grade classroom, to be outside as much as possible.
Although her art students spent a significant amount of time outdoors, Ms. Panik
said that the focus of her classroom was directed toward conservation. Many of her
projects were created through the use of recycled materials, which were donated by the
parents of her students. For messier, painting projects, cloths and rags were used for
clean-up in lieu of paper towels. Like Ms. Miller, Ms. Panik worked to collaborate with
the other teachers in the school, as much as possible.
Many students referenced art projects completed during their previous year at
SGCS, stating, “I liked the hex signs we did last year. The old art teacher got wooden
circles for us to paint and hung them up, and we made birds out of paper—craft paper.”
Another students commented, “[I wish we could do] sculpting [more often]. I like to go
outside and use Indian clay made from the ground.”
As mentioned previously, Ms. Panik spent the first half of the school year
focusing on outdoor explorations and experiential learning. However, halfway through
the school year, the schedules were shortened to forty-five minute class periods. Since it
took her classes five to ten minutes to walk to the pond or trailhead, Ms. Panik felt that
there was no longer enough time in the class period to do those sorts of outdoor trips. In
reaction to this change of schedule, she began focusing on indoor art projects, such as a
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weaving project that used recycled cardboard looms. Occasionally, however, she would
arrange to switch class periods with another teacher so that she could have an hour-and-ahalf long class period the following week. Longer class periods such as these could then
help facilitate outdoor projects or more involved indoor projects.
Although Ms. Panik taught fifth grade during my observations, she continued to
utilize both art and the natural environment as significant parts of her teaching. Every
week, she has made it a point to take her fifth grade class on a hike—increasing the
amount of time spent on the trail each time they hike. She said that their ultimate goal
was to spend an entire school day on the trail, leaving for their hike after morning
announcements and returning in time to get back on the bus. During these hikes, she
often taught her classroom lessons, or asked the students to sketch or write in their nature
journals. Sometimes, however, they would just hike for the sheer enjoyment of hiking.
Being new to the school and its environmental charter, Ms. Miller had not yet
begun to incorporate environmental explorations into her art program, although she had
taught lessons revolving around themes from environmental science, such as shapes from
nature, or insects. In my interview with her, Ms. Miller claimed that the focus of her
teaching was more ecological, as opposed to environmental, stating:
I’d say [my focus is] ecology—not necessarily environmental, like what we can
do with a pinecone, but [I] focus on shapes. It just seems like a natural thing to
use the shapes that are already there so the students can understand it because it’s
around them all the time. And so they can bring that into their artwork. But I like
things like sharks [and] insects because [they seem] like a really great hook for
the students anyway, and once I get them hooked, then they’ll try experimenting
with the products I bring in. It gives them a scaffolding—a more comfortable
feeling.

110

So, rather than focusing on outdoor learning and explorations, Ms. Miller preferred to
utilize certain environmental elements as “hooks” to increase her students’ interest in
exploring and creating within the art world.
Later in the school year, Ms. Miller planned to incorporate environmental art into
her curriculum. She explained,
Well, I don’t have severe plans yet—definite plans for Christo, because I would
love to wrap the school or something really large, and we could incorporate that
with math—like how many yards of fabric do we need? What’s the square
footage that we’ll need to cover? That would be good for an older grade level.
And then the Smithson where he does the Spiral Jetty, I would love to create
something like that with rocks and pebbles out on the playground so that they
could see that—and on a smaller scale so they could take it home with them. I
have crushed rock that you use in aquariums that we’ll just draw a glue spiral and
they can sprinkle it on and take that home. The islands on barges in the middle of
a pond—oh, that stuff is fantastic.
At the heart of her environmental art lessons was the drive for interdisciplinary
connections, as she spoke of incorporating math into the art projects. When asked if she
felt that incorporating more environmental studies into an art classroom would be
beneficial to student learning, Ms. Miller responded:
Well, personally I think that including some of those things is definitely
beneficial. But I think there’s so much art out there that doesn’t necessarily have
to be environmental, that if a student were here from k through 8, and never
exposed to anything outside of that, it would be a shame—in my opinion. Because
there [are] so many fantastic artists out there that aren’t related to environmental
studies or ecology of any sort, that it would be sad to not have that. And they
wouldn’t ever know it because they wouldn’t go searching for it—unless they
were that type of student.
So, while she planned to incorporate some environmental artists into her curricula, they
were by no means the focal point for her projects. Instead, she felt it vital to expose
students to a variety of artists, works, and media.
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Having been exposed to experiential learning and outdoor explorations as a daily
part of scholastic life, many students indicated a preference for outdoor art-making. A
fourth grade student commented, “I like outside. You can get more ideas. Sometimes I
draw the river or trees for free draw.” Likewise, a second grade student with a preference
for outdoor art-making explained, “I like to draw trees and birds chirping and just relax.”
A fifth grade student said, “I like outside because you can see things you’re drawing like
leaves of trees and bark.” A few students preferred the indoors, reasoning, “It’s more
predictable inside” and “[I like] where it’s already set up for art. I like it being all set up
for you.” One student responded neutrally, stating, “I like drawing both outside and
inside because I’m a still-life drawer.”
Through both indoor and outdoor explorations in the art classroom, the
environmentally-focused charter of the school seemed to be reflected in the art
curriculum. The interdisciplinary approach, encouraged by the EIC model, also added
greater emphasis to the incorporation of environmental studies into the school curricula.
Through interdisciplinary explorations students were able to approach the same topic
from a variety of angles. In this way their knowledge of the subject could achieve greater
depth.
This chapter discussed the information gathered throughout the course of my visit
to Seven Generations Charter School, as well as information gleaned from the school’s
website prior to my visit. The subsequent chapter will present my analysis of the
information gathered from my observations and interviews at Green Woods Charter
School, The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, Wissahickon Charter
School, and Seven Generations Charter School in Emmaus, Pennsylvania.
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Chapter Eight: Analysis of the Sites
INTRODUCTION
Returning from my research trip to Pennsylvania, I began transcribing interviews
and reviewing my observation notes. Each of the four sites offered such a different
perspective on environmental education and the ways in which that focus was woven into
classroom curricula. At the same time, several common themes began to emerge from my
observation record. With this in mind, the following analysis is not meant to be a
comparative discussion, but rather an individual site analysis categorized into common
themes that emerged as I wrote each of the individual site chapters.
The material used for the analysis of each research site was gathered over the
course of twenty-four to forty-eight hours, most of which were spent in the art programs
of the environmental charter schools. That being said, the analysis and conclusions drawn
do not necessarily reflect all aspects of the learning environments of each school—as this
could only be achieved through a lengthier research process. The headings included in
this chapter emerged during the observations and preliminary research of my sites. Based
on the results from this analysis, information was then drawn to support the conclusion
and suggestions provided in Chapter Nine.
INFLUENCE OF LOCATION: SENSE OF PLACE
According to Robin C. Moore and Herbert H. Wong (1997) in Natural Learning:
The Life History of an Environmental School Yard,
‘Sense of place’ describes the feeling of belonging that exists between people and
the environments in which they live. In environments with a strong sense of place,
users know exactly where they are because the place looks and feels different
from every other space. They feel it is their place; they belong there.
Environments with the highest level of this quality are unforgettable. (p. 65)
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In order to establish a “sense of belonging,” students must be given the freedom to
explore the surrounding environment on their own terms. Through free, imaginative play,
students question, interact, and inevitably connect with their environment. In this way
they establish belonging and ownership of their surroundings. This “sense of place”
seemed to exist at some level within each of the school sites observed. Environmental
education, as discussed in Chapter Three, is capable of instilling a greater “sense of
place” within the minds of students, as curiosity and creativity are fueled by their school
surroundings.

Green Woods Charter School
Located on the grounds of The Schuylkill Center, Green Woods Charter School
was surrounded by trees, dirt, rocks, lush vegetation, trails, and ponds. Staff and students
seemed positively affected by this removal from their urban environments. Staff and
students appeared to be friendly and devoid of worry, angst, and frustration. It seemed as
though the mere presence of the natural environment inspired interdisciplinary
collaborations and a desire for students and teachers to explore the surrounding world.
While the art classroom remained indoors for most of their projects, comments
from both Ms. Mail and her students suggested they found joy in knowing they could step
outside the back door and instantly enter the natural world. One eighth grade student
commented, “I like that [the school is] outdoors in the woods. Most schools are in the
city, so Green Woods is much more quiet and there’s a close community.” In much the
same manner, a fifth grader said, “I like that [the school is] in the woods and I like that
we can see trees.” The knowledge that their school was located in the natural
environment instilled within the students a sense of ownership and pride in their school.
The open space surrounding the school seemed to inspire the children to create and
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explore. A second grade student, when asked what she liked most about Green Woods
Charter School, responded, “There isn’t an actual playground, just open space. So you get
to use lots of imagination.” Another second grader commented, “[I like] the cute animals,
chipmunks, deer, and how plants sprout here, and when it’s fall. I love how we get to be
fun and create and learn to save the planet and save nature.” Interactions between
students and the vegetation and wildlife of The Schuylkill Center grounds seemed to
motivate them to care for their surroundings, as they developed strong relationships with
nature.
During a lunch break, Ms. Mail and I took a walk on the trails behind Green
Woods Charter School. Ms. Mail explained that she often enjoys taking walks after
school and always kept a pair of athletic shoes in her cabinet for such activities. Walking
in the woods not only cleared her mind after a stressful day of teaching, but also provided
her with inspirations for art projects, as she would come across interesting organic shapes
and patterns on the trails.
Throughout my observations, I discovered that Ms. Mail often left the back door
of her classroom propped open. This not only served to dissipate strong odors and dust
particles from the art supplies, but also created a greater sense of space. On multiple
occasions, I witnessed students wandering over to the open door to peek outside.
Occasionally, a student would comment on a squirrel or bird they saw outside, which
would then draw other students to the back door. After a few moments, they would
happily head back to their desks, attacking their projects with added enthusiasm.
Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education
While I only spent a few hours observing and interacting with the staff of The
Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, I noticed an obvious emphasis on
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explorations and free play within the surrounding natural environment. Gin Ranly,
Director of Education at The Schuylkill Center, explained,
Our environmental education program is outside for the majority of the time—
rain or shine. If it’s snowing outside, we tell the kids to bundle up and we’re out
there exploring and learning. Environmental education, in my opinion, is about
having kids comfortable in the outdoors. The only way to do this is to have the
learning take place outdoors. Kids need freedom to explore in the outdoors. That’s
when the real learning occurs. We encourage a lot of free play and explorations at
The Schuylkill Center to let kids’ imaginations run wild.
Through explorations and creative play, students gain increased confidence in the natural
world and thus establish a “sense of place” in which they can relate and understand this
type of environment. The majority of schools that visit The Schuylkill Center for
Environmental Education are from urban environments in which the students are able to
interact with elements of the natural world on a limited basis. Because of this, many
students lack security and comfort in the natural environment. Through regular exposure
to the natural landscape at The Schuylkill Center, in “rain or shine,” students are able to
replace feelings of discomfort with curiosity, wonder, and amazement. Gin Ranly
mentioned one school in particular, The Philadelphia School, as a regular visitor to the
nature center’s grounds. She commented,
Environmental education in general is about establishing a sense of comfort with
the natural environment. The Philadelphia School, a local public school—not an
environmental school, comes to The Schuylkill Center several times a week just
to be in the woods. They do all sorts of different school activities here. They
probably spend at least 20 hours outside.
So, having established this “sense of place” and comfort with the natural environment,
students at The Philadelphia School complete lessons in various disciplines while in the
natural environment. Ms. Ranly told me in later conversation the school had been
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studying poetry at the nature center earlier in the week. The school not only seemed
inspired while on The Schuylkill Center’s grounds, but also took that inspiration and
experience back to their campus for further digestion and implementation in their
surrounding environment. In this way, the environment at The Schuylkill Center became
a piece of the overall “sense of place” at The Philadelphia School.

Wissahickon Charter School
Although Wissahickon Charter School is an environmental charter school, it is
located in an urban setting—on the side of a relatively busy Wissahickon Avenue and a
few blocks away from the interstate highway. That being said, the school is also situated
across the street from Fernhill Park and a fifteen-minute bus ride away from The
Wissahickon Valley.
The area surrounding the school entrance contains some vegetation, interspersed
with murals and student artwork. As mentioned in Chapter Six, the school grounds are
gated for security purposes, denying entrance to vehicles until the majority of the student
body has entered the school building. Although windows were included in each
classroom, they were built to provide views into the school hallways and classrooms, as
opposed to the outdoor surroundings.
The environment at Wissahickon Charter School seemed to influence the staff and
administration, who appeared to be somewhat rushed, distracted, and disparate from one
another. However, it appeared as though the logo and the mission statement of the school
was enough to inspire some “sense of place” within the natural and urban environments
surrounding the school. In fact, it was the logo that first attracted Ms. Kapusta to
Wissahickon Charter School. She recalls, “Actually, a long time ago they opened up an
office in my neighborhood and I saw the logo and it was a tree, and I thought it was
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great—and I used to be a landscape painter and I used to paint on the Wissahickon, so
that was one of the reasons I came.” Both the name and the logo of the school connote a
natural, environmental influence—far removed from the urban atmosphere.
While students and staff did not frequent the natural environment in their routine
academic curricula, the occasional trips to Wissahickon Valley and more regular trips to
Fernhill Park seemed to have tremendous impact on the students, as they mentioned their
outdoor experiences in interviews and casual conversations. A fifth grade student
commented, “I like that we’re an environmental school, so we get to go outside for recess
and sometimes we go to the Wissahickon as a whole school for Discovery class.” He
continued to reference his outdoor experiences later in the interview, saying, “Sometimes
we go outside for Discovery class and we observe things. My class just went on a
camping trip where we learned about trees, animals, and how sap helps to heal trees. Last
year we learned about animal pellets.” While talking about these experiences, this student
seemed to talk much more rapidly and energetically, implying excitement at the things he
was learning as he was exploring the natural world. A fourth grade student mentioned his
outdoor activities as well, stating, “I like the different subjects and specials and different
activities. We also get to go on a hike every month at the Wissahickon with fourth
grade.”
Both the fourth and fifth grade students I interviewed seemed to look forward to
outdoor excursions and expressed some sense of excitement that they were a part of such
ventures. The second grade student, on the other hand, did not mention outdoor
experiences, listing “reading and drawing” as the things she liked most about
Wissahickon Charter School, and stating a preference for the indoors: “I prefer to stay
inside and sit in my chair. It’s quieter inside. We don’t ever go outside for class.”
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Seven Generations Charter School
Upon entering Seven Generations Charter School, I felt as though I had been
transported into a different world. The school building, once a silk factory, was situated
on a grassy hill, surrounded by trees and less than one hundred feet away from the street
and dirt parking lot. Behind the school was a dense thicket of trees, concealing a stream
that flowed parallel to the school building. The school yard was void of playground
equipment, save the blacktop area that contained several painted sidewalk games such as
hopscotch and four-square. Within walking distance of the school was an old mill, ponds,
and several miles of hiking trails in the hill country of Pennsylvania.
The school’s location seemed to have significant influence on staff and students,
as both seemed to take a familial approach to their interactions. During my observations,
I noted that staff members appeared to have formed close relationships with one another
and seemed to be cheerful and supportive. The school’s natural surroundings seemed to
have a great influence on the establishment of a “sense of place,” as both staff and
students frequently referred to their location and outdoor experiences as significant to
their school. Although this was not the case with the current art teacher, the previous art
teacher and other staff members expressed deep interest and satisfaction in their outdoor
experiences with their classes. Ms. Miller, while not yet taking advantage of the
potentials for outdoor art education, cited the environmental focus of the school as a
factor in her decision to apply to teach art at Seven Generations Charter School. She
explained,
So much of art is environmental—even where we get our supplies. . . In my past
years with the school district, I did more science than anything else—science and
art. So I thought this was a perfect place to go with [those ideas]—the color
theory [and] outdoor impact on the artist.
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Although Ms. Miller had not yet begun to incorporate the natural environment into her
curriculum, she expressed excitement as she described her future plans for environmental
art projects.
Likewise, interviewed students appeared to have developed a strong sense of
place and community within the school. All interviewed students mentioned their outdoor
experiences when asked what they liked most about Seven Generations Charter School.
A fourth grade student commented, “We go outside a lot and go on nature walks, field
trips, and roast chestnuts. We went on a hike yesterday and got to chew on long pine
needles. They have vitamin C in them!” In their answers, students acknowledged the
special qualities of Seven Generations Charter School, which distinguished it from other
public schools. A fifth grade student explained,
My other school taught you things but didn’t tell you how to use them—just
learning to learn them. Here we do a lot more art. Things are more creative, which
makes it easier to learn—doing things hands on. We go on hikes to see what
we’re learning about. We’re always learning something new. For me, it’s more
important to go out and do things in the community.
Through experiential and collaborative learning, this fifth grader expressed excitement
and motivation to learn and positively impact her community. So, not only did this school
environment inspire a sense of belonging to the school, but also to the surrounding
community. Many staff and students commuted to Seven Generations from surrounding
cities and towns, literally traveling to a new environment.
As I spoke with Phil Arnold, one of the founding parents and the first
administrator of Seven Generations Charter School, he explained to me the importance
they had placed on working to distinguish their school from other public schools. Not
only had they developed a curriculum that they hoped to eventually transform into an
organic, collaborative effort of all subjects and classes, but they had also renamed several
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of the classes in attempts to further distinguish their program. With names such as
“IDEAS” class and “PLAY” class, not only was the school set apart as being different,
but the classes were also unique. Although these titles suggest a greater breadth of study,
Jenn Miller explained, they still teach the same topics and activities as standard art and
physical education courses. However, the names of these classes set them apart as special
and distinct, which adds further to the overall “sense of place” at Seven Generations.
INFLUENCE OF ENVIRONMENTALLY-FOCUSED CHARTER
Each school’s environmentally-focused charter played an important role in
decisions made regarding curriculum and school activities. In addition, the environmental
focus seemed to impact the decorations and landscaping decisions of each school
campus. Even so, there were variations regarding the degree to which this focus impacted
each of the learning sites and teaching approaches.
Green Woods Charter School
The mission of Green Woods Charter School, as discussed in Chapter Four, is “to
provide children in grades K through 8 with the opportunity to be active, knowledgeable
and conscientious young investigators by fostering a keen understanding of the
interrelatedness

and

interdependence

of

our

local

and

global

existence”

(Greenwoodscharter.org). Crucial to this mission statement is a holistic approach to
education, in which all subjects are related and work together to support a comprehensive
understanding of the surrounding world. This approach drew from the outlined foci of the
EIC model, which Green Woods Charter School adopted as a structural base for its
curricula. In my observations, I immediately became aware of the intense focus on
interdisciplinary education. This was the most obvious impact of the environmentally-
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focused charter, as teachers worked closely with one another to correlate their lessons
with those of other subject areas.
A focus on environmental studies did not seem to be as strongly implied by the
school’s mission statement. However, the EIC model incorporates investigations into the
natural world as an integrated part of a comprehensive education. That being said, the
school hired an Environmental Coordinator to provide environmental education to each
classroom. During my lunch conversation with the Environmental Coordinator, we
discussed her program and ways she utilized experiential learning in her curricula. She
explained that she frequently took her classes outside for their lessons, asking that they
record their observations in nature journals. These environmental classes, however, met
sporadically throughout the year, contingent upon the curricular needs of the classroom
teachers. So, in this way, classes covering more environmental topics would receive
increased opportunities to meet with the environmental coordinator than would classes
studying unrelated topics.
As mentioned in Chapter Four, Green Woods students spent the majority of their
recesses confined to the basketball court area within close proximity to the school
entrance. Occasionally, however, they were taken to Founder’s Field to enjoy moments
of “free play” without the use of playground equipment. As one student explained,
“There isn’t an actual playground—just open space. So you get to use lots of
imagination.” This form of “free play” affords students the opportunity “to be active,
knowledgeable and conscientious young investigators,” as stated in the mission. From
their investigations, they are able to draw conclusions, actively explore topics discussed
in classes, and formulate questions to be discussed in the classroom.
Aligned with the interdisciplinary goals of the school, specialist classes such as
art and computers incorporated environmental studies into their curricula to support a
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comprehensive understanding of the material. For lessons such as these, the art instructor,
Ms. Mail, occasionally brought natural materials into her art classroom to be drawn and
studied by her students. Although the majority of her art projects occurred indoors, Ms.
Mail fostered some degree of experiential learning through allowing her students to
interact with the natural objects brought into the classroom.
The proximity of Green Woods Charter School to the Schuylkill Center for
Environmental Education enabled Ms. Mail to borrow models from the nature center. In
this way, the environmental charter was further supported as students studied details of
the surrounding plant and animal life. Based on the environmental location of the school
and its proximity to The Schuylkill Center, however, it appeared in my observations and
conversations that there were missed opportunities for environmental interactions,
explorations, and further collaborations with the nature center.
The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education
The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education works to promote the
following mission statement through its various educational programs:
To promote, through environmental education, the preservation and improvement
of our natural environment by fostering appreciation, understanding and
responsible use of the ecosystem; by disseminating information on current
environmental issues; by encouraging appropriate public response to
environmental problems; and to maintain the facilities of The Schuylkill Center
and conserve its land for the purpose of environmental education.
(Schuylkillcenter.org)
Based on my observations and conversations on October 22, 2010, it appeared as though
this mission statement was applied to all activities associated with the nature center. In
order to foster “appreciation, understanding and responsible use of the ecosystem,” The
Schuylkill Center works with students and community visitors to encourage interactions
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with the natural environment. Through these experiential interactions, the public is given
increased awareness of their surroundings and the creative freedom that they have in
working with their natural environment.
As mentioned in Chapter Five, The Schuylkill Center’s environmental education
program is the significant driving force, working to uphold the goals of the mission
statement. Each of the four departments—Education, Land Restoration, Wildlife
Restoration, and Environmental Art—provides a different perspective through which
environmental awareness is promoted. The Environmental Art program exposes visitors
to environmental issues and encourages public response through artistic expressions
alongside the nature center’s trails.
In addition, school children are encouraged to engage in free play as a portion of
the learning that occurs during the field trips. The Director of Education, Gin Ranly
makes it a point to take visiting classes outside the center to experience the natural world,
regardless of weather conditions, stating that the most important aspect of these school
visits is “establishing a sense of comfort with the natural environment.” So, not only does
the environmentally-focused charter of The Schuylkill Center have an effect on the types
of programs and activities available to the public, but also on the way in which those
programs and activities are conducted.
Wissahickon Charter School
According to the Wissahickon Charter School website, the school’s mission is “to
provide a community of learning with an environmental focus that stimulates the child’s
intellectual, social, and character development.” This mission is accomplished through:
A curriculum that teaches children about the interconnectedness of the physical
and human environments; Service learning centered around environmental
themes; parents, students, teachers, and administrators as allies in the community
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of learning; Peace education to bring about awareness and conflict resolution
within the community; A diverse student body and staff; Student ownership of
learning through empowerment and recognition of diverse learning styles; Small
class sizes; A physical space harmonious with the natural environment.
(Wissahickoncharter.org)
While this second part of the mission statement would seem to be sufficient in describing
the implementation of the environmentally-focused charter, my observations seem to
point to a few particular areas which demonstrated clearly the charter’s influence.
In order to teach the “interconnectedness of the physical and human
environments,” Wissahickon Charter School has adopted an interdisciplinary approach to
their curricula. In this way, the “community of learning” described in the mission
statement is encouraged. From my observations of the art classroom, it seemed as though
interdisciplinary connections were encouraged and utilized when easily applicable to
another classroom’s lesson plans. Through these interdisciplinary lessons, students were
able to apply their classroom lessons using hands-on, experiential learning approaches.
The environmental goals of the mission statement were reflected in the school’s
trips to Fernhill Park and The Wisshickon Valley, as well as through smaller, classroom
camping and hiking trips. Although these trips were infrequent, they afforded students
from an urban environment the opportunity to interact and establish increased levels of
confidence with the natural environment. The majority of these trips were made in
conjunction with the environmental, or “Discovery,” program. This program, however,
had been reduced from a full-time class to a “by appointment only” environmental
education program—based on the curricular needs of each class. Because of this, the trips
and opportunities for interdisciplinary connections had been reduced. Regardless of the
frequency of these trips, students seemed to be positively affected by the learning that

125

occurred on such outings, and mentioned these outdoor excursions both during their
interviews and in classroom conversation.
In order to further establish a sense of community, implied by the mission
statement, Mural Arts, a collaborative organization, provided an after-school opportunity
for students and staff to beautify their school and the surrounding areas. The interior and
the exterior of the school, as well as walls of a bridge underpass at Fernhill Park, had
been covered with murals—signifying community collaborations and unity. The themes
of the murals included such topics as peace, environmental stewardship, communities,
nature, and history. So, through these service learning projects, students gained an
increased sense of community belonging and stewardship.

Seven Generations Charter School
Since its inception in the fall of 2009, Seven Generations Charter School has
worked to uphold the following mission:
Seven Generations Charter School is an academically rich educational community
creating generations of stewards who embrace our world and each other. All
members of the Seven Generations Charter School community are committed to a
public education alternative that promotes sustainability and citizenship with an
interdisciplinary,
individualized,
project-based
curriculum.
(Sevengenerationsschool.org).
In order to best exemplify the goals of this mission, Seven Generations adopted the EIC
model (see definition in Chapter One). Using the “environment as an integrated context
for learning,” the school curriculum focuses on interdisciplinary, collaborative learning,
both inside the school and in the surrounding natural environment.
The disciplinary approaches and accepting environment reflect the underlying
goals of the school, as the mission strives to create “generations of stewards who embrace
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our world and each other.” As evident in the art classroom’s behavior chart, the
instructors work to create feelings of accountability within every student, asking that they
rate their behavior as a class and discuss positive actions that occurred throughout the
work period. One of the fourth grade students alluded to the positive, supportive
environment at Seven Generations, stating, “Every time you screw something up, no one
will think you’re bad. You just have to keep telling yourself, ‘I’m loveable.’”
As an integral part of the mission statement, the school worked to foster good
stewardship, citizenship, and sustainability. To aid in the support of such growth, the
school hired an “EIC” instructor. This instructor, of Native American ancestry, taught the
children how his culture used and honored the land. In this way, he was fostering
stewardship of the natural world. In addition he, along with other classroom teachers,
took the students on weekly hikes to explore and learn more about the natural
environment. This regular exposure to the surrounding environment not only enabled
students to feel increased levels of confidence associated with outdoor play and learning,
but also an alternative classroom for the interdisciplinary, individualized, project-based
curriculum.
ROLE OF THE ART CLASSROOM
Integral to my research question was the task of developing an understanding of
the role of an art classroom in an environmentally-focused atmosphere. This is not to be
confused with my later discussion of the curriculum of the art program. Rather, I was
curious to learn how the art classroom was viewed in the larger context of the
environmental school, and whether the art program was bound in any way by the
curricular goals of the school. Please note that there is a slight variation in the analytical
information provided in “The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education” section, as
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they did not have an art classroom. Instead, I discussed the role of the Environmental Art
program in the visiting schools program.
Green Woods Charter School
Through my observations at Green Woods Charter School it became apparent that
the art program was not subservient to any curricular demands from the school. As Ms.
Mail explained during her interview,
If I was being observed, I wouldn’t necessarily worry if it was something
environmental because they don’t require that everything I do be environmental,
or even integrated. Like I can just do, ‘this is an art project without integration.’
But I think that they’re so impressed with the work that goes up around the school
and the quality of work that I get out of the kids.
So, while the school recognized the quality of Ms. Mail’s efforts, they did not require that
any of her work be specifically environmentally-focused or inspired.
Like the rest of the classrooms, learning in the art classroom was designed to
collaborate with other discipline areas. From my conversations with Ms. Mail, however,
it seemed as though these interdisciplinary connections were focused more on ways the
art classroom could collaborate with other disciplines, rather than other discipline areas
working with the art curriculum. So in this sense, the art classroom functioned as a
supplement to other discipline areas, supplying a venue for students with hands-on,
creative learning preferences. The art program, together with the other discipline areas,
worked collaboratively to achieve the goals for a comprehensive education.
Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education
The Environmental Art program at The Schuylkill Center, as a newer program at
the nature center, seemed to operate separately from the Education program. The focus of
this program centered on the environmental artists and their works, with the goal being
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the eventual inclusion of international artists in the program. Since the environmental
artists install their art works on the sides of the nature center’s trails, students have the
opportunity to view and discuss the works during their visits. In fact, many of these
works are created with educational goals in mind. Environmental Art Coordinator, Jenny
Laden, explains,
Our environmental art program is more about conservation, which is valuable to
The Schuylkill Center because it’s a good way to keep it healthy and clean. . .In
general, our art program is smaller and relatively new when compared to our other
programs. So at the moment, art-making is much more focused on the visiting
artists than on students creating artwork themselves. For the artists, the focus is on
producing work that uses the environment, not just commenting on environmental
issues.
So in addition to supplementing the education of visiting students and visitors, the
Environmental Art program also functions as a promoter of stewardship and
conservation. Occasionally, the Environmental Art program offered interactive activities
during exhibition openings. In addition, the Artist-In-Residence program offers some
collaborative opportunities between students and artists. However, for the most part, the
Environmental Art program focuses on inspiring conversation, rather than hands-on
student creations.
Wissahickon Charter School
The role of the art program at Wissahickon Charter School appeared to be much
the same as that of an art classroom in a regular public school. There were no unique
requirements or specific expectations of the art program. However, as Ms. Kapusta
explained in her interview,
I think that they’re more concerned with me working with the classroom
curriculum rather than doing the whole environmental thing. You know, with
sixth grade they study ancient civilizations, so they want me to work with that.
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[In] seventh and eighth grade, they do a cycle of different things, so now they’re
studying the Middle East, so I’m working with that. So I think they’re more
interested in me working with classroom content than the environmental stuff.
But, a little bit of both—I think they’re excited when I do something that works
with the environment. You know, one time I had kids put drawings into a contest
that was for the Philadelphia Water Department, and we won. So that was kind of
high profile and had to do with the environment.
The art program functions both independently as a traditional “DBAE” (see definitions
section in Chapter One) classroom and collaboratively with classroom curricula. In the
art program’s involvement with interdisciplinary collaborations, it works to provide
creative learning and hands-on activities to supplement classroom learning.
The art program also played a role in enhancing the appearance of the school.
Student art projects completely covered the interior of the school building, suggesting a
colorful, imaginative learning environment. Every year, Ms. Kapusta has created a
calendar featuring student art work and environmental tips, to be sold for a fundraiser. In
Ms. Kapusta’s words, “I think that [this calendar] kind of shows off our mission, so that’s
really cool.” Thus, another function of the art program at Wissahickon Charter School is
to visually express the goals of the school’s mission through both the calendar fundraiser
and art exhibitions.
Seven Generations Charter School
During my observations and interviews at Seven Generations Charter School, I
was made aware of a difference in roles of the previous year’s art classroom and the
current art class. From conversation, it seemed as though the previous art classroom
functioned within the school as an experiential learning tool and support for other classes.
Ms. Panik worked to engage her classroom in hands-on learning activities within the
natural environment surrounding the school. In this way her classroom functioned as
support for the environmental mission of the school and encouraged environmental
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education through creative, exploratory means. From conversation, however, it seemed as
though Ms. Panik’s primary focus was environmental studies and experiential learning,
as opposed to making interdisciplinary connections. Most of the interdisciplinary
connections were established through the creation of props, costumes, and other
supportive items requested by classroom teachers. So, in this sense, there remained some
collaborative aspects to the art curriculum.
Ms. Miller’s art class, on the other hand, seemed to take on the role of a more
traditional, public school art class. The focus of most lessons centered around
interdisciplinary connections and traditional art education, with an emphasis on art
history and literature. Since the curriculum of the art program had no specific stipulations
or requirements, Ms. Miller utilized her previous experiences and lesson plans from her
six years in public schools to develop her art curricula.
When questioned about the function of the art program in the school, Ms. Miller
responded, stating,
Well, I’m still learning that. It’s a very good question, but my idea is that I catch
all of the academic issues—like if they have trouble with math, or if they have
trouble with reading or writing, I scoop them up in my net. So I’m teaching
basically the same things that the classrooms are, just from a different angle, so
that if they can understand it in art, [that understanding] can be applied to what
they’re doing in the classroom that they are not understanding.
So, in this sense the art classroom not only played a key role in establishing
interdisciplinary connections, but also as an alternative learning tool in which tactile
learners could thrive and comprehend difficult topics. Ms. Miller continued her
explanation, stating,
[The students] do a lot in the classroom—they go outside and they look at
microscopes, but it always involves academic types of stuff. So this sort of lets
them explore and experiment with their own ideas, rather than having a sheet and
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saying, “Okay. This is what you need to do. You need to measure the temperature,
the color of the pond…” That kind of stuff—so that when they’re in here, they
can express what they actually saw instead of what they’re asked to see. So they
may have a different perspective, but they might not say it in an academic setting
because everybody should be having the same perspective. It’s kind of bringing
everything together.
In my observations, the art classroom did seem to be a hub of sorts, enhancing the
communal atmosphere of the school. Teachers and students often entered the classroom
to talk with Ms. Miller, or to relax in the lounge area in the back of the room. While I did
not observe any instances of the type of experiential learning described by Ms. Miller in
her interview, it seemed as though her art program would eventually incorporate such
lessons. Since she was new to the school, however, it appeared as though Ms. Miller was
in the process of acquainting herself with the school program prior to shifting from her
comfort zone into experiential modes of teaching and collaborative learning.
ART CURRICULUM
As discussed in Chapter Three, there exists an innate connection between art,
creativity, and the natural environment. Through aesthetic experiences with nature,
students are given the opportunity to not only develop a deeper relationship with the
natural world, but they also work to hone their artistic observation and interpretation
skills. Emily Brady (1998) described “the senses, thought, imagination and emotion” as
“aesthetic resources which facilitate aesthetic appreciation” and “vehicles for developing
that potential relationship” (p. 20). With this idea in mind, this analysis section discusses
the curriculum of the art programs of each of the four observed educational sites. As was
the case in the previous section, The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education did
not offer an art classroom, but rather addressed art education through their Environmental
Art and Artist-in-Residence programs. Considering this, I will be discussing the
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curriculum associated with those programs when analyzing the art program at The
Schuylkill Center.
Green Woods Charter School
Due to the interdisciplinary goals of Green Woods Charter School, the focus of
the art curriculum seemed to center around interdisciplinary connections. As mentioned
in the previous section, the administration did not require that the art program’s
curriculum align with the school’s mission statement, although efforts to do so were
acknowledged and praised. During my observations, most of the art lessons related to the
subject matter being taught in science and history classes, rather than in environmental
studies.
As was evident by her tremendous library, Ms. Mail utilized literature as a
medium through which art might be connected to other discipline areas. She often read
books to her art classes for the introduction to a new project and made suggestions for
further reading about specific topics as well—encouraging students to borrow books from
her library. When she did not create lessons inspired by a particular book, Ms. Mail
would ask students to look at books for drawing references. Many of her nature-inspired
projects relied on book illustrations and photographs as referential guides. These books
were used frequently, as many of the animals and plants the students wished to draw were
not observable on the grounds of The Schuylkill Center.
Ms. Mail worked to grant students as much creative freedom as she could muster,
collecting a vast array of supplies and trinkets for inspiration. She explained,
I really like giving them a jumping-off point and then letting them find their own
way in it. So it’s like they become problem solvers when you give them a little
wall or something to push against and then basically let them go free. . .I think for
me what the focus [of my teaching] would be giving them that invitation to go in
almost any direction.
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While Ms. Mail encouraged students to “go almost any direction” in terms of their
creativity, she preferred to maintain certain aspects of control concerning the supplies and
quality of projects. In my observations, Ms. Mail seemed to have a preference for her
students to work on their projects sequentially, moving to the next step after the majority
of the class was finished and ready to continue. In addition, she preferred to focus on
quality over quantity, asking that the students pay heed to details in their work.
Although Ms. Mail incorporated environmental studies into her curriculum
through literature referencing and drawings from models and collected natural objects,
she did not often incorporate outdoor explorations and experiences into her curricula.
This was in large part due to issues of supervision and control of larger-sized classes. Ms.
Mail explained, “I guess the first year we did do outdoor projects, and the kids loved
doing it. But it’s hard to do because some of them are working inside and some of them
are working outside and I can’t be in two places and I can’t supervise, so that was kind of
hard.”
In addition, while Ms. Mail acknowledged that the kids loved doing outdoor
projects, she wanted to maintain elements of traditional art instruction in her curriculum.
She explained, “There’s tons of stuff you could do [with the outdoor projects], but I guess
for me I want to make sure that the art aspect is still there. So, it’s a balancing act. Get
some of that environmental stuff, but make sure there’s a genuine reason we’re doing it in
art—and that’s the tricky thing.” Ms. Mail’s solution for this balancing issue appeared to
be bringing nature to the classroom and asking students to draw from books, rather than
their outdoor observations. Outdoor explorations seemed to remain limited to specific
lessons, such as the second graders’ study of trees.
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Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education
While The Schuylkill Center did not have a traditional art program, the
Environmental Art and the Artist-in-Residence programs supplied some exposure to the
creative processes within the context of a natural environment. However, not operating
under any specific curricular structure, both programs utilized the works and processes of
environmental artists as an educational framework for visiting schools and other guests.
For the most part, these activities with the environmental artists and their works focused
on observations and conversations concerning the ideas behind the works, rather than
utilizing the artworks for inspirations for student and visitor creations and expressions.
“Arts,” according to Gin Ranly, “are used more in our summer camp, afterschool, and outreach programs.” The Artist-in-Residence program, however, offered
students the opportunity to work with an artist, completing a collaborative installation
every spring. These collaborations mostly utilized students from Green Woods Charter
School, due to the convenient proximity of the school with The Schuylkill Center.
However, based on conversations with staff at both Green Woods Charter School and
The Schuylkill Center, it did not seem as though the collaborative aspect of this program
was always consistent or successful. Environmental Art Coordinator, Jenny Laden
explains,
Our art program at The Schuylkill Center has been more focused on our Artist-inResidence program than anything else. We give tours to kids and occasionally an
artist will come that wants the kids to be part of the creative process, but other
than that, kids don’t make a lot of art in our program.
Although the Artist-in-Residence program did not focus on student art-making,
the field trips program occurred almost exclusively outdoors—encouraging experiential
learning regardless of the weather conditions. So, students are given the opportunity to
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engage in “free play” and use their imaginations to interact with the natural environment.
However, students are not generally asked to create works of art in response to their
interactions. Jenny Laden admitted in her interview that,
Art is a great way to engage kids and to draw interdisciplinary connections
because it helps to take information and express it in a new way. It provides a way
to experience something, as opposed to just learning about it and kids can find out
more about what they are learning through their interactions and the art-making
process. It can also deepen their appreciation of what other artist’s work looks
like.
Despite Laden’s words and the obvious benefits of incorporating art into outdoor
learning, The Schuylkill Center has yet to incorporate student art-making into their
program. Laden explains, “This is something we are working towards, but we aren’t there
yet.”
Wissahickon Charter School
The art curriculum at Wissahickon Charter School was developed by the art
instructor, Ms. Kapusta, based on her desires to make interdisciplinary connections and
her training in traditional DBAE (Discipline-Based Art Education). Since the
administration made no requirements that the art curriculum be aligned with the school’s
environmental mission statement, Ms. Kapusta was allowed freedom to plan her lessons
and the topics covered therein. So, much of the classroom content seemed to center
around connections to history, literature, and science, as well as, in Ms. Kapusta’s words,
“expos[ing] the students to as many different artists, genres of painting, [and] variet[ies]
of media [as possible].”
Most of the art lessons I observed began with an instructional and informational
session by Ms. Kapusta. These sessions generally occurred on the green carpet away
from the work tables. After they were given their instructions, students were asked to go
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back to their seats to begin work. Ms. Kapusta had a strong belief in quality versus
quantity—spending copious amounts of class time focusing on one particular project, in
order to make sure the art-making processes are understood and the quality of work is
exceptional. In many cases, the structure of each project seemed to minimize the potential
for individual expression and creativity, as students worked to follow the steps laid before
them.
As a landscape painter, Ms. Kapusta enjoyed the experience of creating in the
natural environment. Prior to teaching, she frequented The Wissahickon Valley to portray
the surrounding beauty. However, this aspect of Ms. Kapusta’s life did not seem to
translate over to her curricular decisions in the art classroom, with the exception being
the classroom’s study of landscape paintings—completed within the confines of the art
classroom.
Outdoor, experiential learning and environmentally-inspired works were not
incorporated into the art curriculum. This was an overt curricular omission, as Ms.
Kapusta believed that it was more important to address the history of art and the
surrounding visual culture. When questioned about any environmental art lessons she had
taught, Ms. Kapusta responded,
I try to talk about all the things that we use in here that are recycled. Last year
when we had our lunch program, they used Styrofoam trays. I would have the
kids bring me their tray from lunch and we used those for sculptures and mixing
paints and stuff like that. So we do that. We use a lot of newspaper when we do
paper mache. So we talk about those kinds of things.
Later in the interview, she added to her statement, saying,
I used to save materials and ask for egg cartons and things like that, and I really
didn’t like that kind of stuff. I don’t like the way the art looks. But there are lots
of things that I have not explored that I probably could do—like looking at artists
who do the installations in the environment and maybe doing something in the
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park. There are things that I could do that I haven’t done. I think in terms of
appreciating nature and the world around them, I kind of focus on that a lot. But
other things I probably don’t do as well.
So, the extent to which environmental education was incorporated into the art curriculum
seemed to rest with active efforts to recycle and the occasional interdisciplinary
connection—usually completed in the art classroom. In the mind of the art teacher,
recycling and environmental studies seemed to be synonymous. Because of this, she
seemed to often avoid these types of “recycled materials” projects, reasoning that they
were not as aesthetically pleasing as projects that utilized more traditional media and
processes.

Seven Generations Charter School
As alluded to in prior sections of this chapter, there existed a tremendous
discrepancy between the art curriculum of the first year at Seven Generations Charter
School and that of the second year. This difference could be largely attributed to the shift
in classroom teachers, as the previous art teacher, trained as a general K-12 educator,
moved across the hallway to teach fifth grade, while Ms. Miller was hired to be her
replacement. Since the administration at Seven Generations Charter School did not
require that the art program align or support the school’s mission statement, the art
curriculum was primarily influenced by the training and experiences of the art teacher.
Since my research observations focused on Ms. Miller’s art classes, I analyze her art
curriculum in this section, rather than also discussing Ms. Panik’s art curriculum from the
previous year.
Ms. Miller, having taught art in public schools for the previous six years, came to
Seven Generations with a collection of lesson plans from her prior teaching experiences.
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Many of these lessons used literature as the inspiration or framework for her lessons.
Rather than focusing on an entire story, Ms. Miller preferred to center on one section or
illustration from a story. She would also occasionally use one story to inspire a theme
from which multiple projects developed.
Most of the lessons I observed seemed to follow a particular pattern. Ms. Miller
would begin most classes by reading a story or reviewing a story previously read to the
class. She would then explain the first step of the project and allow students to begin
working. If the class finished the first step during the class period, Ms. Miller would
begin the second step. However, in most observed cases and from conversations with her,
she seemed to prefer to focus on one step each class period. In this way, the amount of
preparation and clean-up time for each project was minimized.
Although Ms. Miller’s art curriculum had not yet incorporated many
environmental themes, Ms. Miller had plans to include environmental artists such as
Christo and Smithson into her spring lesson plans. She explained,
[I have] definite plans for Christo, because I would love to wrap the school or
something really large, and we could incorporate that with math—like how many
yards of fabric do we need? What’s the square footage that we’ll need to cover?
That would be good for an older grade level. And then the Smithson where he
does the Spiral Jetty—I would love to create something like that with rocks and
pebbles out on the playground so that they could see that. And on a smaller
schedule so they could take it home with them.
So, while Ms. Miller planned to incorporate environmental artists, she did not have an
obvious intention to include environmental explorations or connections as a part of this
curricular unit.
When questioned about whether or not incorporating more environmental studies
into an art program would be beneficial to student learning, Ms. Miller responded,
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Well personally I think that including some of those things is definitely beneficial.
But I think there’s so much art out there that doesn’t necessarily have to be
environmental. If a student [was] here from [kindergarten through eighth grade],
and [was] never exposed to anything outside of [environmental studies], it would
be a shame—in my opinion. Because there’s so many fantastic artists out there
that aren’t related to environmental studies or ecology of any sort that it would be
sad to not have that. And they wouldn’t ever know it because they wouldn’t go
searching for it—unless they were that type of student.
Ms. Miller felt that, because this was an environmental charter school, it was her duty to
expose children to the world of art rather than environmental education—which they
were presumably being saturated with in their other classes. Because of this, Ms. Miller
preferred to focus on traditional art education and utilized natural elements to emphasize
the elements and principles of art, such as line, shape, and texture.
INTERDISCIPLINARY EDUCATION
Essential to the EIC model (Environment as an Integrated Context for learning) is
“Integrated-interdisciplinary instruction.” This is one of six principle components of the
EIC Model, listed on the website for the State Education & Environmental Roundtable.
While adhering to the requirement for “integrated, interdisciplinary instruction,”
educators are expected to “provide students with opportunities to explore connections
between subject area disciplines and, among natural and social systems; coordinate
students’ learning between subject areas and class periods; and, cross traditional
disciplinary boundaries to develop comprehensive understanding of natural and social
systems” (SEER.org). Although only two of three observed school sites utilized the EIC
Model as framework for their curriculum, each school’s art program incorporated
interdisciplinary studies as a vital part of their program. Interdisciplinary studies were not
as obvious a part of The Schuylkill Center’s programs, as the main focus of the education
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programs was environmental studies. That being said, this section contains minimal
analysis related to The Schuylkill Center.
Green Woods Charter School
The curriculum at Green Woods Charter School, in alignment with the EIC
model, focused heavily on creating a learning environment in which subjects were
approached from multiple discipline areas. The administration developed a curriculum
chart that contained the lesson plans of all classroom and specialist teachers for a month.
Teachers then had the opportunity to view the chart and discuss connections that could be
made between their lesson and another subject area. In this way, teachers at Green
Woods worked to offer the students a comprehensive education in which each student’s
learning styles could be addressed.
One example of such collaboration, as described in Chapter Four, was the whaling
unit. For this particular collaborative effort, the computer teacher and art teacher met with
the grade school teacher about her science lesson. From that meeting each teacher
decided to approach the whaling unit using their discipline areas. The classroom teacher
incorporated language arts into the study, reading “Gone Whaling” with the class; the
computer teacher taught students to use a website to track the migrations of whales; and
the art class studied scrimshaw whalebone carvings. In this way, students achieved a
more comprehensive understanding of whales.
Both Ms. Mail and her students seemed to prefer the interdisciplinary approach,
bringing up this style of learning in their interviews. Ms. Mail commented that she found
interdisciplinary learning to be incredibly valuable, not only because it enables
comprehensive learning, but also because it gives students an opportunity to process the
information. She stated, “That [processed information] is much more planted in their
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brain and I think they’re much more likely to hold onto it and they learn a lot more
information when they do that, whether it’s kindergarten or eighth grade.”
While Ms. Mail frequently incorporated interdisciplinary connections into her
curriculum, she did not concentrate on environmental studies any more than any other
discipline area. The hands-on learning that occurs in art classrooms naturally lends itself
to interdisciplinary education, as students are able to explore ideas in tactile, sensoryoriented approaches. This form of experiential learning was apparent in the art classroom,
as students created works that aligned with their lessons in science, language arts, and
history. However, it seemed as though this experiential learning could have been taken a
step further through occasional outdoor art-making experiences.
Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education
Since the educational programs at The Schuylkill Center for Environmental
Education were meant to supplement material discussed by classroom teachers in their
respective schools, field trips concentrated on environmental education and conservation.
The school field trips and the Artist-in-Residence program, however, occasionally
incorporate art into their projects. Gin Ranly provided an example during her interview,
stating, “Sometimes we do culminating projects with science and art together, such as
this flower project where we had the kids dissect flowers and then design their own
flowers and pollinator.” Through this interdisciplinary connection, students were
creatively processing and applying material learned during a science lesson.
In addition, the Artist-in-Residence program lent itself to the occasional
interdisciplinary connection with art. Gin Ranly explained,
We’ve also had several artists make site-specific pieces for a space on our
grounds, like this piece called “Ground Play,” which was about sustainable
structures. For the opening of the exhibit, we had an interactive component where
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guests could build stick houses or fairy houses similar to the artist’s work so that
they could better understand the process.
Through exploring the artist’s work with their own creations, students and visitors not
only better understood the artist’s processes, but also recognized the environmental
concepts behind the work.
Other than the occasional connection to art, the education programs at The
Schuylkill Center remained focused on environmental education and the experiential
learning processes associated with outdoor learning. They often encouraged students to
participate in free play, enabling them to freely explore and interact with the natural
environment. Gin Ranly concluded her interview stating,
Environmental Education, in my opinion, is about having kids comfortable in the
outdoors. The only way to do this is to have the learning take place outdoors. Kids
need freedom to explore in the outdoors. That’s when the real learning occurs. We
encourage a lot of free play and explorations at The Schuylkill Center to let kids’
imaginations run wild.

Wissahickon Charter School
Interdisciplinary collaborations, while encouraged by the administration of the
school, were not mandatory for any teachers. However, from my conversations with Ms.
Kapusta, I learned that she frequently incorporated writing and literature into her
curriculum. These sorts of collaborations did not require as much planning with another
instructor, as Ms. Kapusta could make use of books from the school library or her
personal library as a springboard for an art lesson. Other collaborative efforts with
classroom subjects, such as social studies or science, required communication and
planning between the art teacher and the classroom teacher.
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Although environmental science did not seem to be as frequently incorporated
into Ms. Kapusta’s curriculum as some of the other subject areas, Ms. Kapusta explained
that this omission was mostly due to the cutbacks on the Discovery Program. She stated,
Last year when [the Discovery teacher] was teaching regularly, I would get her
syllabus or whatever—her curriculum, and I would look at things she was talking
about. So if she was studying insects, we might do something in here. Third grade
was working with animals; we did animals in here. So I would try to look and try
to see what she was doing in her class and try to use some of those ideas in here.
As mentioned in Chapter Six, these environmental science connections often manifested
themselves in the form of bird-themed sewing projects and other two-dimensional works.
While these projects related to the content discussed in Discovery class, they did not
appear to take the material a step further; they did not reflect creative explorations of the
topics. Instead, most of the environmental art projects seemed to reflect traditional art
processes. So, Ms. Kapusta used environmental themes to further her DBAE (DisciplineBased Art Education) curricular approach.
Seven Generations Charter School
Integral to the curriculum at Seven Generations Charter School were efforts to
establish interdisciplinary connections. Having adopted the EIC model (Environment as
an Integrated Context for Learning), the staff and administration worked to promote an
“interdisciplinary, hands-on, and engaging experience that employ[ed] [the] school’s
particular

environment

and

community

as

the

context

for

all

learning”

(Sevengenerationsschool.org). Every Wednesday afternoon all staff members would
gather together to share their lesson plans and discuss opportunities for collaboration for
the impending week. Through this process, teachers were able to ensure that lessons
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would be understood by students possessing a broader spectrum of learning styles.
Eventually, the school planned to use this interdisciplinary learning approach as the basis
for a more organic, free-flowing learning environment in which students explored topics
through the lenses of various discipline areas. Under this plan, specialist teachers would
act as facilitators to the learning process. For example, the art—or IDEAS—teacher
would be responsible in aiding students in their creative explorations for knowledge,
while the physical education, or PLAY teacher would cooperate with other instructors to
facilitate active, experiential learning engagements. Since Seven Generations Charter
School has taken on a block schedule, however, this organic schedule-free learning model
has been pushed to the background as an ideal goal—not yet ready to be implemented by
the school in its first few years of operation.
According to Ms. Miller, the art (IDEAS) class was viewed as a significant
contributor to student learning. The school hallways and classrooms were nearly covered
with student art work, both from art classes and other subject areas—illustrating the
significant role that art played in student learning both inside and outside the art
curricula. While Ms. Miller’s lessons seemed to focus primarily on connections to
literature, she explained that she also tied her lessons into the sciences, stating, “I follow
along with what’s going on in the classrooms, but I tend to go more towards sciences—
you know, ecology, sharks, insects.” Rather than focusing on the surrounding
environment and community, Ms. Miller thought it pertinent to introduce her students to
places they could not observe in their immediate surroundings. Although Ms. Miller did
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not focus on the neighboring environment in her art curriculum, other subjects seemed to
incorporate art into their explorations of the immediate surroundings. As I walked
through the hallways, I made note of several large mural-sized posters that had been
created collaboratively by the environmental science students—illustrating vegetation,
animals, and natural objects they had observed in their classes. The previous art teacher,
Ms. Panik, had also incorporated environmental science into her curriculum, taking the
students on hikes to sketch and respond creatively to their natural environment. So,
through these interdisciplinary connections, the association between art education and
environmental education was maintained and utilized to support student learning.
This chapter provided an analysis of the data gathered from Green Woods Charter
School, The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, Wissahickon Charter
School, and Seven Generations Charter School, categorized into common themes that
were drawn from each of the individual site chapters. The subsequent chapter will present
conclusions and suggestions, based on the results of my analysis of the data collected
from these four sites of environmental education.
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion
PROBLEM STATEMENT
Although many researchers and art educators have explored environmental
connections to art education, there still exists a deficiency in the presence and importance
of environmentally-focused art programs within educational institutions. In addition,
there appears to be a lack of art curricula reflecting the experiential learning inherent to
environmental education curricula. With these issues in mind, this study sought to answer
the following research questions:
Utilizing information regarding curriculum, learning activities, instructional
techniques, teaching philosophies and related educational materials secured through
communications and on-site observations with personnel from the art programs of four
sites of environmental education, what appears to be the function of art education within
an environmentally-focused setting, and what information can be drawn from these sites
to help provide ideas and support for the development or furtherance of environmentallyfocused art programs?
PURPOSE OF STUDY
In answering my research question, I sought to better understand the significance
of art education in the context of environmental programs and the ways an
environmentally-focused art program would be of educational value, both within the
context of environmental schools and other educational sites. Since environmental charter
schools have mission statements specifically encouraging an environmental focus in the
school curricula, they were selected as the primary focus of my research. Due to its
proximity to Green Woods Charter School, The Schuylkill Center for Environmental
Education was selected as an additional research site. This nature center provided some
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exposure to alternative sites for environmental education and, in this sense, increased the
range of sites explored in this research.
On a professional level, in the future I plan to incorporate this research into the
development of my own art curriculum. Within the field of art education, this research
addressed the important role that environmental studies can play in the learning and
creative thinking that occurs in an art classroom. Through this focus, my research was
intended to aid in the curriculum development of art programs in environmental schools
and other educational institutions. Additionally, information gathered from this research
is intended to be used to support the development of new environmentally-focused art
programs and strengthen existing programs.

CONCLUSIONS DRAWN FROM SITES
In the following sections I discuss common themes and conclusions drawn from
my four research sites: Green Woods Charter School, The Schuylkill Center for
Environmental Education, Wissahickon Charter School, and Seven Generations. Rather
than addressing specific instances, instructional practices, or educational institutions, I
focus my discussion on broader themes observed throughout the entirety of my research
and analysis. The implications of my research to the field of art education is then
discussed and recommendations proffered for art educators and researchers.
Exterior Versus Interior
Pine Needles. Pinewood. River Oaks. Silver Birches. Oak Ridge. Woodlands.
Lakeshore. These are just a small sampling of the hundreds of the apartment names that
an initial Google search might procure. Many apartments and other rental properties have
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adopted nature-themed nomenclatures in order to paint verbal images of peace, beauty,
comfort, and other worldliness within the minds of consumers. Names such as “Oak
Ridge” and “Woodlands” denote a warm, nature-laden environment covered with lush
vegetation. In a similar way, environmental schools utilize nature-themed names in order
to convey the mission of their school and as a means of differentiating their schools from
other public schools, often named after famous historical figures or U.S. Presidents.
Each of my research sites had exterior elements that alluded to its
environmentally-focused charter. Green Woods Charter School, in name alone, suggested
a verdant, natural learning environment. Its literal, physical attachment to the Schuylkill
Center and the lush vegetation surrounding the shared building further implied an
environmental concentration and differentiated it from other public schools in the area.
Likewise, The Schuylkill Center and Wissahickon Charter School, named after the
Schuylkill and Wissahickon valleys, connected those educational venues with the natural
beauty and environmental wonders situated in the valleys. Although Seven Generations
did not have a name specifically linking it to the environment, the design of its school
logo and the flourishing forested area surrounding the school’s entrance suggested an
environmentally-focused learning atmosphere. In contrast to this more rural school
environment, the front of Wissahickon was adorned with student-made signs promoting
environmental awareness and advocacy. Interspersed between signs and nature-inspired
murals were a handful of trees and small plants—implying a mission statement not only
focused on the natural environment, but also on the responsibility and care for that
environment.
Included in the external presentations of these educational sites were their
websites. The homepage of each school’s website featured the logo for the school,
consisting of the school’s name with an image of a tree or a sprouting plant. In close
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proximity to the school’s logo was the mission statement. Located in various places
throughout each website were images of students engaged in the natural environment—
observing trees, hiking, or sitting as a group in a grassy field. When mentioning
curriculum, each school’s website offered a description implying a curricular focus on
outdoor inquiry and experiential learning.
While not every school website specifically described its art program, those with
descriptions included images of students holding or creating their nature drawings and
statements from the art teachers, elaborating on their interests and creative endeavors in
the natural environment. In this way the art programs, externally, seemed to be very
inspired by nature and outdoor learning. The school websites that did not explicitly
describe their art programs seemed to insinuate a curricular focus on environmental
education and experiential learning.
Armed with external knowledge I had gathered from the websites of each
educational site, I ventured into my research—determined to figure out whether or not the
internal data I gained through my site visits, meshed with the information presented
externally. As was the case with my “Oak Ridge” apartments example, I found that the
internal side of my research sites differed greatly from the external impressions gleaned
from their websites. Like Seven Generations’ plan to move to an organic, free-flowing
schedule, the websites proffered ideals that looked promising on paper but were often yet
to be fully realized when confronted with the reality of the scholastic world.
Each interviewed art teacher, as well as the staff of the Schuylkill Center, spoke
of the importance of art-making to the furtherance of environmental learning. They
acknowledged the value of such a connection between art and experiential learning in the
environment, and talked of its importance to their own classrooms or programs.
However, for a variety of reasons, each art educator found it difficult to fully achieve the
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type of experiential learning they spoke of in their interviews. Issues such as time,
classroom management, quality of artwork, safety, and convenience seemed to influence
teachers’ decisions to hold the majority of their classes indoors, focusing on “art for art’s
sake” or drawing interdisciplinary connections to literature, math, and science.
Since the administration of each school did not place any specific requirements
that the art program have an environmental focus or incorporate environmental education
into its lessons, art teachers seemed to fall back on their training and past teaching
experiences to influence their curricular plans. Each school had an environmental
education coordinator on staff, responsible for teaching environmental science lessons.
Unfortunately most of these positions had been reduced to part-time, requiring that
classroom teachers arrange in advance to have a class with the coordinator. Because of
this situation, the frequency of outdoor learning experiences was greatly reduced in the
case of most of the observed schools. As described on the schools’ websites, all four
educational sites incorporated outdoor, experiential learning into their program. While
some of these sites offered daily outdoor learning experiences to their students, other sites
limited outdoor educational opportunities to daily recess, classes with environmental
coordinators, and weekly, monthly, or semi-annual school field trips.
Experiential Learning
As mentioned previously, every educational site incorporated some level of
experiential learning into their school curricula. The Schuylkill Center for Environmental
Education placed a tremendous focus on this form of learning and exploration, as visiting
students spent the better part of their field trips in the natural environment. During these
school visits, staff members discussed environmental topics with the students and then
encouraged them to venture off to experience and apply the knowledge they had gained.
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Within the environmental charter school sites, the experiential learning mostly
manifested itself in the form of interdisciplinary connections. Each school placed a
significant curricular focus on the importance of interconnected education. In this sense,
students participated in experiential learning, as they would use tools from one discipline
area to further explore a topic studied in another class. The amount of time spent with an
environmental educator varied, depending on the school, yet all students had
opportunities to have sensory experiences and learning within the natural environment.
Likewise, some of the art teachers brought nature to their students for them to experience
directly, rather than taking students outside. So, in this way, students were still able to
receive the benefits of limited sensory interactions with natural objects.
Although none of the observed art programs appeared to incorporate a significant
amount of environmental education into their curricula, the environmental education
programs of each school utilized art as an experiential learning tool. In fact, several
environmental coordinators incorporated drawing or field sketches as a significant part of
students’ outdoor inquisitions. In addition, some classroom educators incorporated art
and environmental education into their curricula as a means to further enrich their
students’ education.
Role of an Art Program in an Environmentally-Focused School
I began my research with several assumptions about the function and role of an art
program in an environmentally-focused educational site. These suppositions were based
on information I gathered from websites and my own conclusions drawn from reading
material concerning art and environmental studies. Having visited each site, however, I
was surprised to discover that the role and direction of its art program was comparable to
that of most other traditional public art programs.
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In the case of the environmental art program at the nature center, art was mostly
confined to the summer camps. Every spring, the Artist-in-Residence program provided
an opportunity for environmental art to be discussed and experienced by visitors and
students. However, the focus of this program was mostly on the environmental artists
themselves, as the artists were given specific areas along the trails or themes to inspire
their original installations. Due to their proximity to the nature center, Green Woods
Charter School art students worked with the visiting artist-in-residence each spring,
learning about the works and mindset of the artist and then creating their own installation
piece.
For the most part, however, all the observed art programs in my research sites
functioned independent from the environmentally-focused charters of the schools.
Though not required for their art curricula, each instructor provided examples of ways
their art programs had incorporated environmental education. A large portion of these
examples consisted of the promotion of environmental awareness through recycling and
conservation efforts, as well as indoor nature drawings, based on topics discussed in
science classes.
While the administration applauded any environmental projects completed by the
art classes, they did not require the art program to have an environmental focus. Instead,
the art teachers appeared to be left on their own to create curricula and make
interdisciplinary connections. Like all other educators within each school, the art teachers
focused the majority of their lessons on interdisciplinary connections, mingled with
lessons in art history and the elements and principles of art.
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Missed Opportunities
Due to the fact that each of my research sites had a mission statement specifying a
focus on environmental studies and experiential learning, students involved in each site
were privy to more outdoor educational opportunities than those in most traditional
public schools. In the case of the observed environmental charter schools, any schoolwide or class trips to natural environments—be they several miles from the school or
within walking distance—provided students with opportunities to experience nature
directly with all their senses. Although the frequency of these sorts of trips varied from
school to school, even the most minute exposure seemed to impact the students.
If these sorts of limited environmental experiences were to be applied in the
context of a traditional public learning environment, they would be considered
tremendous. However, based on their environmental foci, each of my observed research
sites appeared to have many missed opportunities—particularly concerning the art
education occurring in each location. As mentioned previously, the art program of each
site appeared to function separately from those subjects targeted to promote the
environmental mission. Casual conversations, observations, interviews, and website
research suggested that the administration had expectations that the science classes, in
particular, utilize environmental studies as a part of their curriculum. In some instances,
subjects such as math and literature were also required to incorporate environmental
education into their lessons. Unfortunately, none of the observed educational sites
mandated or expected their art programs to incorporate outdoor learning into their
curricula. Because there were no administrative expectations placed on the art program,
art teachers were free and expected to develop their own curricula, drawn from their
previous teaching experiences and training. While the art teachers seemed passionate
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about their lessons and the students seemed to enjoy their art classes, I noted many
possible opportunities for environmental learning that did not occur.
Each site varied in location and the immediate availability of natural learning
environments. Regardless, all schools were situated within walking distance of parks,
trails, and vegetated areas. As part of the environmental science programs of each
educational site, students participated in outdoor learning, exploring nearby natural areas.
In addition, some classroom teachers made use of their school’s proximity to nature and
occasionally taught lessons outdoors or took their classes on hiking trips.
The art programs of each site, however, did not seem to take full advantage of
their location and easy access to the natural world. Many art teachers suggested that they
would incorporate environmental studies into their curriculum if the topic was relevant to
art. Most teachers felt that “art for art’s sake” was more beneficial to student learning
than the stereotypical toilet paper roll sculptures and trash art, frequently labeled as
“environmental art.”
Environmental art and recycled art often seem to be considered synonymous
within art classrooms. Through donations, art teachers frequently amass large quantities
of recyclable “discards” such as cereal boxes, bottle caps, plastic bottles, egg cartons, and
cardboard rolls. Eventually, when the pile of throw-aways becomes unbearable, teachers
will assign a sculpture or collage project to reduce their collection. These types of
projects were alluded to by several of the observed art teachers, as justification for
avoiding environmentally-focused art in favor of more polished works of art that the
students and parents would not wish to discard as rubbish.
In focusing on recycling within the art classroom to fulfill the need for
environmental education—both through the implementation of the blue trash cans and
recycled art projects—students are missing opportunities to form intimate bonds with
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nature by experiencing it firsthand. I will not deny that encouraging recycling within an
art classroom is important in forming responsibility and stewardship. However, without
also encouraging hands-on investigation within nature, students are only receiving a
fraction of a complete and rich environmental education.
Art, as demonstrated in Chapter Three, is a tremendous tool through which
students can more closely examine and experience the natural environment. So, in this
sense, I observed missed opportunities for art students and instructors to both utilize their
creativity to better acquaint themselves with the surrounding natural environment, as well
as to use the natural environment to hone their creativity and artistic abilities. Sketching
and creative explorations within the natural world can be a type of “free play” in which
students engage in a conversation with various natural elements they happen upon during
their explorations. Because students are given the freedom to choose their subjects, there
is greater potential for investment and excitement in their learning and discoveries.
Most of the art instruction I observed remained inside the school for the majority
of class periods. Occasionally, teachers would bring natural objects into the classroom to
be studied by the students. While interviewed students seemed to enjoy sketching these
objects, I felt as though there were several tremendous opportunities that were being
overlooked in these lessons. Enabling students to work on sculptures or sketches
outdoors, as opposed to drawing natural objects indoors, provides students with the
opportunity to select their subjects to study, as well as witness those subjects interactions
with other elements of nature. More frequent exposure to nature, such as daily or weekly
trips to the same areas, permits students to observe changes in the natural environment—
thus providing the impetus for further inquiry and conversation.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION
Due to the environmental focus of my selected research sites, the suggestions
provided in this section relate specifically to art education within environmental charter
schools or environmentally-focused settings. However, much of the content discussed in
this section can be applied to the broader scope of art education in any public or private
setting—provided the art program’s desire to incorporate environmental learning into
their curricula.
Art Curricula
The concept of “environmental charter schools” is relatively new—having been
developed within the last ten years. That being said, curricula models for these
environmentally-focused schools continue to be created and revised. SEER’s EIC Model
(Environment as an Integrated Context for Learning), and similar programs, have been
adopted by many environmental schools as a framework for their curriculum
development. In fact, two of the three environmental charter schools discussed in my
research had adopted this model for their curricular structure. The EIC Model focuses on
interdisciplinary,

integrated,

collaborative,

and

learner-centered

instructional

approaches—encouraging experiential learning and investigation using the differing
learning styles of each student. While this investigative approach to learning appeared to
be encouraged in all observed environmental charter schools, the role of art education
within this form of student learning was never specified.
As is the case in many public schools, the art curriculum of the observed
environmental charter schools operated under little, if any, curricular guidelines set by the
administration and school board. While two of the three schools operated under the EIC
Model, they did not enforce the application of the model’s guidelines in their arts
programs. Rather, art teachers created their own curriculum, using their tools and
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knowledge based on education and experience. Since all three art teachers demonstrated a
love for literature, their art curricula seemed to frequently use literature as a springboard
for art projects. While each art teacher expressed an interest in connecting environmental
education with their art curricula, they were hesitant to do so. This hesitancy rested on the
misconceptions that outdoor learning is synonymous with recess and that environmental
art, or recycled art, would not properly represent art education or result in a polished
project.
Based on these findings, environmental charter schools present many
opportunities for art education to not only grow, but also to establish itself as a strong and
valuable asset to the core curriculum of the school. This type of growth, however, must
stem from not only a supportive administration, but also a motivated art teacher. Since
environmental charter schools, and most public charter schools for that matter, do not
have any set art curricular guidelines to support their mission statement, the guidelines
provided to other subjects should be adapted to apply to art education.
Staff development and orientation is vital to curriculum development.

In

specialized schools such as environmental charter schools, in which there exist particular
foci to the school curricula, hired staff members should ideally have some background in
and passion for that focus area. While these seem to be appropriate expectations, they are
unrealistic for many charter schools. Not every environmental charter school is located in
an ideal, lushly vegetated, natural environment. Environmental charter schools located in
more rural areas will likely hire educators from similar areas. Those educators may or
may not have backgrounds associated with outdoor learning and may have limited
experience in natural environments. Thus, instructors with less exposure to the natural
world may feel uncomfortable working in such a setting, let alone supervising a group of
twenty-five students in the outdoors. These feelings of discomfort, uncertainty, and
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unease in the natural world may contribute to the curricular decisions of these art
instructors.
The initial step towards creating more environmentally-focused art curricula must
begin with the art teachers themselves. Administrative support and curricular framework
aside, art instructors within environmental charter schools must work to develop a
healthy level of comfort and enjoyment within the natural environment—sketching,
exploring, and interacting with nature with the same innate sense of wonder as their
students. Only then will an art program’s curricula begin to reflect an environmental
influence.
Environmental Art Projects vs. Trash
Several of the art teachers I spoke with indicated that their decision to avoid
incorporating significant amounts of environmental studies into their art program was an
overt omission owing to a desire for a higher quality of student art. As mentioned
previously, the toilet paper roll and egg carton sculptures often associated with
environmental, or recycled, art do not elicit enticing images in the minds of many art
teachers. Rather, these sorts of lesson plans, like the projects themselves, are often
discarded as trash, in favor of art show-worthy products. Even the more involved projects
such as making recycled paper often result in a disproportionate process to product ratio,
as the work involved and the consequential mess leaves students with a pocket-sized,
irregular, seemingly useless piece of paper. While the process may have created a
learning opportunity for the students, the product will likely join the toilet paper roll
sculptures in the trash can.
In order for projects such as these to both enrich student learning and result in a
polished work of art, instructors must be willing to follow the lesson plans to their natural
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ends—promoting experiential learning in their students. In addition, successive lesson
plans must provide students with opportunities to utilize their newly-acquired knowledge.
Recycled toilet paper rolls and egg cartons, when used for student sculptures, often
maintain their original appearance—looking like a pile of toilet paper rolls taped
together, or cut egg cartons stuck together. In order to take these projects a step further,
lessons must be created in which the student alters the recyclable materials from their
original state to manipulate them as an art medium rather than an object.
Recycled art is only a small segment of the vast array of lesson plans relating to
Environmental Art. As discussed in Chapter Three, environmental artists such as Richard
Long and Andy Goldsworthy manipulate natural materials to create magnificent works of
art that mimic the complexities of nature—inspiring viewers to immerse themselves in
the beauty of the natural world. In my observations, I noted that several art teachers
mentioned future aspirations to teach lessons about environmental artists—culminating in
their students producing their own environmental artwork. Plans for these student
artworks seemed to utilize the artists’ works themselves as an inspirational springboard.
For example, in studying Andy Goldsworthy’s Spiral Jetty, students would then be asked
to create their own miniature Spiral Jetty design by gluing rocks and sand to a board.
Albeit students would likely enjoy this sort of project and learning would occur through
imitation. However, in order to fully understand the creative processes of an
environmental artist, students must be enabled with the freedom to explore and creatively
respond within the natural environment.
In October 2010, I had the opportunity to attend a workshop during the Texas Art
Education Association’s annual conference. This workshop concerned sculpting in
nature. To begin the workshop, we gathered in the conference room at the Umlauf
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Sculpture Gardens in Austin, Texas and viewed a PowerPoint presentation about the
work of several environmental artists.
After the “lesson,” the instructor informed us that we would be going outside to
the sculpture garden to create our own environmental art. Rather than asking that we
recreate one of the works we had talked about during the presentation, the instructor
handed each of us a small brown paper bag and asked that we walk through the garden
and collect anything that is inspiring or fascinating to us. Once we had collected our
supplies, we were to select a site for our art and then begin to create—keeping in mind
specific ideas that we wanted our work to represent, along with aesthetic principles such
as balance, patterns, and contrast.
Having allowed us twenty-five minutes to complete our installations, the
instructor asked us to gather together to venture forth on a walking tour of our works. As
we meandered down the trails, we would stop in front of each art piece that we passed
and the artist would step forward to explain the thought and meaning behind their work.
The installations varied from moving, temporal works, such as ring of vines floating
down a stream, to works incorporating found natural objects and human-made objects in
the sculpture garden.
After each artist discussed their work, they were asked to capture a digital image
of their sculpture in order to maintain a record of their work. These photographs were
later compiled into an online photo album accessible to each workshop participant. The
works we created that day were left as they were to be enjoyed by visitors and slowly
altered by nature until their sculptural form had dissolved entirely.
I mention this lesson plan to illustrate one venue through which environmental art
and experiential learning might be combined to enhance student learning. This art lesson
not only teaches students about environmental artists and their work, but also enables
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students the freedom to explore these ideas further, utilizing their personal creativity and
thought processes. While the finished works are temporal in nature, the digital images
taken by students preserve the composition and provide students the opportunity for later
comparison and conversation surrounding these changes in the works.
Nature Journaling
When I consider the simplest means through which art teachers might incorporate
environmental studies into their curricula, or visa-versa, nature journals immediately
come to mind. Countless books have been written concerning nature journaling,
proffering ideas or prompts for sketches, as well as suggestions for art teachers desiring
to incorporate nature journals into their curricula (Bliss, 2011; Davenport, 2010; Leslie,
2003; Leslie & Roth, 1998; Ludwig, 2008; Roth, 2005).

Jill Bliss (2011), in the

introduction to Drawing Nature: A Journal, recalls her childhood spent romping through
fields, closely observing and drawing the plants and animals she happened upon during
her explorations. She later chose to attend an art school in New York, explaining,
After five years in New York, I was homesick for the trees, flowers, and greenery
of my childhood and relocated to San Francisco. It was there, in the verdant
Presidio National Park, that I began teaching myself the names and anatomy of
the native flowers and plants by drawing them. Sitting next to a plant and
observing all the little details that made it unique, I was mesmerized by theprocess
of deep concentration—just sitting still, and enjoying the simple pleasures of the
sun, the wind, and the ground beneath me. (p. 9)
Through her sketches, Bliss was able to closely examine and more fully understand the
native plants in Presidio National Park—observing the minute details often overlooked
when engaging in various forms of free play in nature.
At my observed sites, I noted that several of the schools utilized nature journals as
a part of their environmental education classes. However, none of the art classrooms had
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incorporated these journals into their curricular plans. While the connection between art
and environmental studies was still being made in this case, the potential for artistic
growth and creative learning was stifled due to the necessary focus on recording data, as
opposed to depicting sensory experiences. Nature journaling, or sketching, within the
context of an art program, provides a unique opportunity for students to hone their
observation skills and to experience the breadth of creative learning as all senses become
involved in the educational process. As explicated by author and environmentalist Clare
Walker Leslie (1999),
[The nature journal] integrates many disciplines and allows opportunities for
various styles of learning. It offers students who learn visually more readily than
aurally a way of using their keen drawing skills, and can allow time not only for
drawing and writing, but also for outdoor exploration and reflection. (p. 37)
In order for nature journaling to be successfully incorporated into the art programs
of environmental charter schools, as well as other public educational institutions, it must
be seen as much more than a connection to environmental education. Nature journals not
only support the learning that occurs in an environmental science program, but also
enhance art education, as students build and develop their observational and interpretive
skills as artists. While student sketchbooks confined to classroom environments are
useful in much the same fashion, nature journals also promote a healthy relationship with
the natural environment, which many students do not have due to their familiarity with
built environments and digitized world. Through integrating nature journaling with
sketchbook assignments, students are afforded the opportunity to not only build their
drawing skills in the classroom, but also apply those skills to their natural surroundings.
Art education and environmental education must work together to dissolve the “nature
deficit disorder” discussed by Richard Louv (2008) and Suzi Gablik (2002).
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IMPORTANT ROLE OF ADMINISTRATION
While the administration of each charter school seemed supportive of their art
classes, they remained uninvolved in the curricular decisions of the art teacher and
seemed to have no real expectations for the program. Because of this, art seemed to fly
under the radar as a specialized subject, operating independent of the requirements
suggested by the environmentally-focused charter. As was the case with the art programs
I observed, art lessons reflected the interests and training of the instructor—focusing on
traditional, DBAE (Discipline-Based Art Education) and interdisciplinary connections to
the social studies, math, science, and literature lessons taught by the classroom teachers.
This oversight flies in the face of the words of June King McFee and Rogena M.
Degge (1977), who wrote, “Art is not an appendage, but an integral part of decisionmaking” (p. 10). If an environmental charter school is to facilitate a more comprehensive
outdoor learning experience, it must set expectations that every subject employ the
school’s mission statement in the development of its curriculum. However, simply
requiring a presence of the environmentally-focused mission statement is not enough.
Each subject should strive to incorporate outdoor learning into a consistent class routine,
as a sporadic scattering of environmentally-centered lessons throughout the school year
will not facilitate and promote an increase in student comfort levels and observational
skills associated with habitual outdoor exposure.
The school administration must play a key role in facilitating a more
comprehensive environmental education through actively supporting and influencing the
development of classroom curricula, particularly in the art classroom. Rather than
discounting the necessary inclusion of art as a core class in the charter school program,
the administration should set the same level of expectations on the art curricula as
required of the other school subjects. An art program, unless led by a highly motivated,
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nature-enthusiast, will perform to the height of the bar that has been set. Thus, having
expectations that the art classroom incorporate outdoor, experiential learning into their
curricula will not only provide an outlet for the success of creative, hands-on learners, but
will also achieve a new mindset within each student, as described by Blandy, Congdon,
and Krug (1998), in which “[students] see themselves as connected to nature, a part of
nature rather than apart from it. Attitudes toward materials become participatory rather
than ‘masterful’” (p. 241).
In addition to an increase in the administrative expectations placed on art
programs, environmentally-focused schools should offer frequent staff development
opportunities in which all staff members participate in outdoor, experiential learning.
These environmental experiences would not only foster increased confidence and comfort
concerning outdoor learning, but also an elevated awareness of the learning opportunities
present within an outdoor setting. While each observed school already placed a
tremendous focus on interdisciplinary education, environmentally-centered staff
development days would provide yet another opportunity to form connections with other
subject areas. In this way, art teachers, like those observed for this study, could
confidently incorporate environmental science into their curricula with the confidence
that their lessons would not lack substance or relevance to their field of art.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ART EDUCATORS
There are numerous resources available for art teachers wishing to incorporate
outdoor learning into their art program. Books such as MaryAnn F. Kohl and Cindy
Gainer’s (1991) Good Earth Art: Environmental Art for Kids and Laura C. Martin’s
(2003) Nature’s Art Box provide excellent lessons that not only utilize natural objects as
the basis for art projects, but also use the art-making process as a way through which
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nature can be explored and better understood. Other books, such as Kiko Denzer’s (2005)
Dig Your Hands in the Dirt!: A Manual for Making Art Out of Earth, focus on ways that
a particular element of nature, such as dirt, can be used as a medium to create sculptural
designs and patterns for murals. As mentioned previously, many books and guides exist
concerning nature journaling. In Jill Bliss’ (2011) Drawing Nature: A Journal, the author
offers cues for nature journal drawings and entries. While her book is more of an
interactive journal than an informative piece of literature, it provides an excellent model
to be emulated by those instructors wishing to incorporate journaling into their curricula.
In order to truly advocate outdoor learning, art teachers must not only familiarize
themselves with literature concerning nature-inspired art and experiential learning, but
also engage in creative outdoor activities and experiential learning on their own. These
sorts of endeavors, be they artistic or recreational, have the potential to fuel creativity and
empower educators to foster similar learning opportunities for their students. In addition,
teachers are able to hone their artistic observational skills and renew their creativity
through personal explorations and engagements within the natural world. As the great
philosopher Aristotle wrote, “Those that know, do. Those that understand, teach”
(Hagopian Institute, 2008, p. 10). Teachers must strive to not only know how to facilitate
outdoor learning experiences, but also to understand the natural environment and the
endless possibilities that exist therein.
Alongside familiarizing oneself with the natural environment and related
literature, I recommend that art teachers connect with other individuals interested in
outdoor learning—both inside and outside the field of art education. Rather than
remaining safe inside the theoretical “art education bubble,” art educators should be
willing to participate in events outside their field, such as environmental or hiking club
meetings, community gardening days, farmers’ markets, and environmental restoration
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projects. In addition, art educators should become involved in local and national
environmental associations, such as The National Association for Environmental
Education (NAEE) or The Texas Association for Environmental Education (TAEE). The
involvement of art educators in these organizations will not only provide interdisciplinary
networking opportunities, but will also aid in solidifying art education’s role within the
field of environmental education.
Many of these recommendations may sound idealistic, as the location and
curricular demands vary within each school. However, provided a motivated art
instructor, any public school art program, regardless of the mission or focus of the school,
can promote outdoor experiential learning. Although the location of the school can easily
become a stumbling block to those interested in incorporating nature explorations into
their curricular plans, it is not impassable to do so by any means.
In October 2010, I attended the annual conference for the Texas Art Education
Association (TAEA), where I had the opportunity to meet two fascinating art educators—
Kim Bierwith and Genifer Best. Being nature enthusiasts, Bierwith and Best had met
several years prior at a professional development workshop at the Teton Science School
in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. Although both educators taught art within a traditional public
school setting, they were motivated to incorporate more outdoor learning into their
curriculum. After the workshop in Jackson Hole, Bierwith and Best remained in contact,
sharing ideas and motivating one another to apply the things they had learned from the
Teton Science School.
During their TAEA conference presentation, titled “Exploring the Outdoors
Through Art II,” Bierwith and Best relayed their experiences as they built their own
gardens and nature-rich areas to encourage experiential learning in their art classes.
Through donations and a partnership formed with the Texas Master Gardener program,
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the art students from a traditional public school in the Houston Independent School
District were able to turn old, abandoned tennis courts into a beautiful garden. Once the
garden was operational, students began to create artwork to decorate the garden and the
surrounding neighborhoods were invited to participate in community gardening days
during the weekends.
Built natural environments, such as the gardens created by Bierwith and Best’s
students, while requiring dedication, fundraising, and networking on the part of the art
teacher, are excellent ways to encourage experiential learning. Moreover, they foster a
positive sense of place, as students invest their time and energy into beautifying their
school grounds. For art teachers wishing to build their own school garden, there exist
numerous resources. Master Gardener, as mentioned by Bierwith and Best, is a national
volunteer organization that assists with garden lectures, exhibits, demonstrations, school
and community gardening, phone diagnostic service, research, and many other projects”
(AHS.org). This group, as well as others like it such as “Roots and Shoots” and BRIT
(Botanic Research Institute of Texas), provide a wealth of information and assistance to
teachers wishing to create a garden on their school grounds. Websites such as
RealSchoolGardens.com offer fundraising support and instruct educators in the best
approaches to planning and building a school garden.
In addition to these resources, many authors have published books regarding the
construction of environments to promote outdoor, experiential learning. Robin C. Moore
and Herb H. Wong’s (1997) Natural Learning: Creating Environments for Rediscovering
Nature’s Way of Teaching describes a schoolyard’s transformation from a large asphalt
wasteland to an engaging and inspirational environment, nicknamed “The Yard.” At the
end of the book, Moore and Wong provide curricular suggestions and resources for
educators or schools wishing to create a similar environmental space.
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Regardless of school location, resources, or mission statement, every art educator
has resources available to foster a more environmentally-focused art program. However,
underlying all the above-mentioned recommendations is the need for motivation. Art
teachers must be willing to put in the time and effort to facilitate outdoor learning within
their curriculum. Although Kim Bierwith and Genifer Best successfully created a natural
space for their art students’ creative engagements, both admitted that they still must work
to incorporate environmental lessons into their curricula. In order to establish a set
routine, Bierwith and Best took their classes outside the school several times each week.
During their time outside they were asked to find a specific location that would be their
special place for the school year. At the beginning of each garden day, students were to
check on their place to make sure it was clean and to note any changes in the natural
landscape. This activity provided students with focus and allowed them time to calm
down and prepare for the day’s assignment. Bierwith explained, “Taking kids outside is
part of a routine. Once you get into it, it’s not so bad.” Teachers wishing to incorporate
outdoor learning in their curriculum must, in the same way, be dedicated to the
establishment of a routine. After a schedule has been developed, nature trips with art
classes will no longer feel like a tedious proposition, but rather a regular part of the
curriculum.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
This research project focused on the significance of art education in the context of
environmental programs and the ways in which an environmentally-focused art program
would be of educational value, both within the context of environmental schools and
other educational sites. Based on the observations and interviews obtained during my
research trip to four sites of environmental education, I then proffered suggestions for art
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educators desiring to incorporate outdoor learning into their curricula. Through the course
of completing my research, I came across many ideas that warranted additional
investigation. Thus, this section offers suggestions for further research concerning the
themes addressed in this thesis.
Environmental Schools
While conducting my initial research of environmental schools, I noted that there
were a significantly higher number of environmental charter schools in the Northeastern
United States. While there is much natural beauty to be found on the east coast, I was
surprised to find a limited presence of environmental schools in states such as
Colorado—known for its majestic mountains and breath-taking scenery, or in
mountainous areas such as Northern California. This observation could provide the basis
for further investigation into the reasons behind this neglect or oversight, as many
obvious sites for environmental education are not being used as such. Rather, many
environmental schools are developed in inner city, urban locations, where there is limited
access to nature.
During my preliminary research I also noted that many environmental schools did
not even offer art classes to their students. Other schools provided occasional art classes,
taught by a visiting artist. Based on these observations, it would be fascinating to perform
a comparative study between three environmental schools—one school without an art
program, the second with a visiting art teacher, and the third with a full-time art
instructor. The comparative study might include an investigation of students’ creativity,
attitudes, sense of place, and other similar topics.
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Environmental Explorations: Indoor vs. Outdoor
Although the focus of my research remained on the importance of outdoor,
experiential learning, most of the art programs I observed taught their environmentallyrelated art lessons inside their classrooms—occasionally bringing in elements from
nature. Teachers and students interviewed seemed to find these lessons to be exciting and
worthwhile. That being said, it would be valuable to conduct a study in which a lesson
was taught both indoors and outdoors to compare the differences in creativity,
productivity, final product, behavior, and attentiveness of students.
Sense of Place Education
My research briefly touched on “sense of place,” or “place-based” education,
while discussing the importance of experiential learning in the art classroom. Art
education’s role in exploring a sense of place, or place-based education, warrants further
investigation, as my research was limited to environmental education and art in nature.
The field of art education would benefit from investigations into other venues outside the
realm of environmental education in which the art classroom might enable an increased
sense of place.
Art Education in Nature Centers
Despite the fact that my research included observations gathered from The
Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education, the bulk of my conclusions were drawn
from my observations and interviews conducted within environmental charter school
settings. The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education has a very well-established
environmental education program for visiting students. However, it appears art education
plays a somewhat minor role in the programs available to the public—as visitors can
observe the art works, but rarely have the opportunity to create art themselves. The
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Environmental Art and Artist-in-Residence programs focused on the environmental
artists, challenging them to create environmental works in unique locations throughout
the nature center grounds. Green Woods Charter School art students were provided the
opportunity to interact with the visiting Artist-in-Residence. However, these educational
exchanges occurred only a few days out of the entire school year, and involved only one
or two art classes.
Emerging from these observations, further research might take a more in-depth
look into environmental education within nature centers and the position of art education
in their educational programs. School programs, like those offered at The Schuylkill
Center, rely on experiential learning for the bulk of their educational curricula—as
students are expected to spend most of their visit exploring the grounds of the nature
center. However, art remained confined to summer camp programs, rather than
incorporated as an important asset to visitors’ experiences and interactions with their
surroundings. Additional research might also center on the current role of art in these
experiential learning activities, as well as a comparative study involving visitors’
interactions with the environment and the effect that art-making has on their interactions.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
This research sought to achieve better understanding about the significance of art
education in the context of environmental programs. It sought to explore ways in which
an environmentally-focused art program would be of educational value, both within the
context of environmental schools and other educational sites. Although the information
proffered in this study only skims the surface of potential research surrounding this topic,
it is my hope that the conclusions drawn from my observations and interviews will
generate further conversation and conscious activism towards an increase in the
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participation of art education within environmentally-focused institutions and other sites
of learning. As conversation and research involving outdoor, experiential learning, and
art education continues to grow, I anticipate the inclusion of environmentally-focused art
curricula within any willing public or private educational institution.
In the words of T.S. Elliot (1942) in his Four Quartets, “We shall not cease from
exploration; and at the end of all our exploring; will be to arrive where we started; and
know the place for the first time” (p. 59). May we, as artists, educators, researchers,
writers, and nature-enthusiasts, never lose our sense of wonder as we strive to positively
impact and enhance education for future generations of explorers.
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APPENDIX A
The following is the transcription from the Green Woods Charter School 8th grade
student interviews, conducted October 21, 2010. These interviews were conducted on an
individual basis, talking with students as they were working on their art projects in class.
What do you like most about Green Woods Charter School?
Student 1 – “I like how the subjects are integrated here. So like, if we’re studying
flowers in science, we might be drawing flowers in art class.”
Student 2 - “I like that its outdoors in the woods. Most schools are in the city, so Green
Woods is much more quiet and there’s a close community.”
Student 3 - “It’s a different school. Many schools don’t have the outdoors so close by
and hands on activities.”
Student 4 - “I like how it has its own feel to it and its own way of doing things. We have
a home feeling and everyone is close because it’s a smaller school.”
Student 5 - “I like that it’s small, so you know everyone and you have relationships with
teachers.”
Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 -“ I like Ms. Mail’s teaching style. She’s not always in the front of the
classroom, which gives us more freedom to just come in and start working.”
Student 2 - “I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like how we do things different. We use
a variety of different things. Like, sometimes we paint and sometimes we might draw or
make pots.”
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Student 3 - “I’ve been here for six years. This class has really cool activities, like making
clay pots or going outside sometimes.”
Student 4 - “I’ve been here since 6th grade. I never had any art in my previous schools,
except when we’d doodle for fun in our notebooks. Ms. Mail has a really relaxed way of
teaching, so we can go right to work when we get to class.”
Student 5 - “I’ve been here since kindergarten. Ms. Mail explains things to the point
where you know it really well.”
What have you learned this semester?
Student 1 – “We’ve learned about the color wheel and how to blend and create contrast.
We’ve mostly done just the Illuminat(ed) letters and portraits.”
Student 2 - “Last year in science we studied protozoa, so in art we stitched protozoa
dolls. I learned a lot from that.”
Student 3 - “We’ve only done Illuminated Letters and Morphing Nature Portraits.”
Student 4 - “We’ve learned how to use colors and learned about the color wheel…and
how to shade. Oh, and how to, you know, feel out the colors. And we’ve learned how to
draw the human face.”
Student 5 - “We’ve done Morphing Portraits and Illuminated Letters. I did an ‘M’ with a
fairy on it.”
What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1 – “Illuminated Letters, I guess. I really liked a project we did a could years
ago where we made these huge flower sculptures and put them outside. First we went
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outside and sketched flowers, then we made our own big flowers and painted them. After
they were outside for awhile, they let us take them home.”
Student 2 -“I liked the illuminated letters. We got to pick a theme for the background of
the letter and she let us choose if we wanted the letter to be part of the background or 3D,
sticking out of the frame.”
Student 3 - “I liked illuminated letters because we could express ourselves in the
backgrounds. Like, for mine I did an ocean and sky scene behind the letter.”
Student 4 - “I liked the illuminated letters project because of the use of colors/shading. I
liked that we had the freedom to do what we want.”
Student 5 - “I like the morph portraits. I did a person morphing into an octopus.”
Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 – “Not really. We have a pretty good variety. I really liked the marionettes
project and sewing projects.”
Student 2 - “I wish we could work with clay more.”
Student 3 - “I wish we could do more free drawing.”
Student 4 - “I’d like to paint more. We’ve only done painting once, with the flower
installation project. We mostly do pastel, drawing, and sketching.”
Student 5 - “Not really. We do new things every year.”
Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1 -“ Outside. I really liked the flower project we did outside.”
Student 2 - “I like being inside. It’s more comfortable. But I guess the outdoors is
inspiring.”
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Student 3 - “Inside. It’s way more relaxing.”
Student 4 - “Mostly inside, although I like when we go outside for specific projects. I
prefer inside when it’s quiet. There are more resources inside and it’s warmer than it is
outside.”
Student 5 - “I like being outside on warmer days. Really only the younger grades go
outside to press leaves and stuff. From fifth grade and up, we pretty much just work
inside.”
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APPENDIX B
The following is the transcription from the Green Woods Charter School 5th grade
student interviews, conducted October 25, 2010. These interviews were conducted on an
individual basis, talking with students as they were working on their art projects in class.
What do you like most about Green Woods Charter School?
Student 1-“ Art.”
Student 2 -“I like that it’s in the woods and I like that we can see trees.”
Student 3 - “I like the curriculum and how it’s really fun and you get to go outside.”
Student 4 -“I like that it’s environmental. Not all schools get to go outside.”
Student 5 - “I like the woods and that we can go on hikes.”
Student 6- “I like talking. I like art class and going on hikes.”
Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 – “I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like the projects best. I really like
playing with sculpting and drawing.”
Student 2 - “I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like it all. I love to get messy.”
Student 3 - “I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like it all because you get to do a bunch
of things that are really fun. Everything has so much to do with what you learn in other
classes.”
Student 4 - “I’ve been here since 1st grade. We get to do things that tie into other
subjects. Like fish printing and studying fish in science class.”
Student 5 - “I’ve been here since 3rd grade. I like the teacher. The stuff she does is really
fun.”
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Student 6 - “I’ve been here six years. I like using our prismas.”
What have you learned this semester?
Student 1 -“About the Hopi and their dolls. We drawed a couple of trees, too.”
Student 2 - “We learned about… we worked on kachina dolls and we worked on Native
American projects. All of our classes are doing Native American projects.”
Student 3 - “We’re making kachina dolls. They’re like spiritual dolls used in rituals. Last
week we labeled our pencils with our initials and Z’s, our grade’s crazy letter.
Student 4 - “We learned how to smooth clay and did Kachina dolls for a North American
unit in social studies. And now we’re making pots to study the Hopis.
Student 5 - “About Native Americans in science. We learned about maps and how to
make them…and kachina dolls in art class.”
Student 6 - “We made kachina dolls and pots…and we’ve been labeling every prisma
color.”
What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1 -“Dolls. Last year we did a play and I got to make my costume.”
Student 2 - “kachina dolls. We got to draw them out, sculpt them…it was everything I
like to do in one project.”
Student 3 - “I like kachinas. Overall, probably in 2nd grade when we made pop-outs and
learned to make cards. I made a Santa Claus one. It was cool.”
Student 4 - “kachina dolls. I think I like clay pots too.”
Student 5 - “The pots. I like working with clay.”
Student 6 - “kachinas. I like that mine’s a monkey.”
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Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 –“ Maybe use my prisma colors more.”
Student 2 – “Drawing and painting, but I also really like clay.”
Student 3 – “I wish we could do different projects more often than sticking with one for
months at a time. I also like writing art projects.”
Student 4 – “Paint more. We do painting on clay, but not really on paper.”
Student 5 – “No.”
Student 6 – “No. We do a lot of stuff. I like to use colored pencils and paint. More
painting, I guess. Once we did watercolor. I liked that.”
Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1 –“Somewhere that I’m not distracted. It depends on the project.”
Student 2 – “Outside because there’s so much stuff to draw and even make a sculpture
of.”
Student 3 – “I like the carpet. Being inside is more relaxing, so I mostly stay inside. I
like outside more because I’m one with nature. I’m not very good at it, but I like drawing
nature.”
Student 4 – “Outdoors. We went outside and sketched trees before. It’s a fun place to
learn.”
Student 5 – “I like when we go outside. There’s fresh air, and it’s not a little room. We
sketched trees outside one time, which was fun.”
Student 6 – “Inside. Outside is dirty. I like being on the floor.”
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APPENDIX C
The following is the transcription from the Green Woods Charter School 2nd grade
student interviews, conducted October 25, 2010. These interviews were conducted on an
individual basis, talking with students as they were working on their art projects in class.
What do you like most about Green Woods Charter School?
Student 1 – “I like how they teach kids.”
Student 2 – “There isn’t an actual usual playground, just open space. So you get to use
lots of imagination.”
Student 3 – “The cute animals, chipmunks, deer, and how plants sprout here and when
it’s fall. I love how we get to be fun and create and learn to save the planet and save
nature.”
Student 4 – “I like learning about new things, lunch, recess, and art.”

Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 –“ I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like how we do lots of fun drawings
and crafts.”
Student 2 – “I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like how Ms. Mail picks projects but
doesn’t tell us exactly what we have to do.”
Student 3 – “This is my first year. I like that you get to be creative and do what you want
to do. At preschool we didn’t get to learn about nature.
Student 4 – “I’ve been here since kindergarten. We get to make a lot of stuff and get to
take it all home at the end of the year.”
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What have you learned this semester?
Student 1 –“ We learned about Daruma dolls and this deaf and dumb artist. We’re
working on a project based on his work right now.”
Student 2 – “A lot about communities in class and about bats in 2nd grade.”
Student 3 – “How to make Daruma dolls and very nice stuff.”
Student 4 – “We use sketchbooks to know what projects will look like. We’ve used
paper mache two times and made Daruma dolls with no legs or arms.”

What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1 –“ Creative monsters in 1st grade with paper and cool things. I did a lot of
details on mine.”
Student 2 – “Cardboard animals. I like how you can use any material and either side.”
Student 3 – “Darumas.”
Student 4 – “Cardboard animals. I like how you’re free to make any animal and use any
material.”
Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 –“ Clay. We only did it two times.”
Student 2 – “Keep on doing stuff like this (cardboard animal project). Then when I get
home every day I can make a more.”
Student 3 – “More story time.”
Student 4 – “Paper mache. It’s fun to get hands gooey and sticky.”
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Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1 –“ Inside. We mostly collect things outside.”
Student 2 – “In my room. I have an easel and a roll of paper. We went outside once, but
just to pick a rock. I prefer outside. Inside I feel locked inside a cage.”
Student 3 – “The art room. I like outside sometimes. Sometimes we sketch outside.”
Student 4 – “The gazebo. A guy brought insects last year in 1st grade. I like inside though
because it’s always shady and usually we don’t do art outside.”
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APPENDIX D
The following is the transcription from the art teacher at Green Woods Charter
School student, Ms. Barbara Mail, conducted October 25, 2010. This interview was
conducted on an individual basis, after the school day had ended.
What brought you to Green Woods?
Well, I definitely wanted to escape the school district, so that was number one.
But I think that I actually really love the idea of environmental schools because I was
already the kind of person who was concerned about the environment and tried to do
things at home and with my kids. But when I was in graduate school, as I told you, I
started making work that included these really delicate things from nature and it was
unusual to juxtapose gold…something as permanent as gold with things like butterfly
wings and feathers or furs.
So when I first started doing that, it was a way of immersing myself in the beauty
of those beautiful, delicate things. They were a way of touching on the fragility of life. I
spent a lot of time drawing things from nature. I was taking a drawing class—my first
drawing class was in graduate school. I was fascinated with drawing these delicate things.
So what I found myself drawn to were plants and things right in front of me that I could
see the little structures of and the irregularities in the branches and the vein patterns and
those were the things that were really fascinating to me. So not just using them in my
jewelry, but actually drawing them. And, of course, the more I drew them, the more I
became fascinated with those structures.
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When I took my certification classes at Penn, my favorite one was a science class
and the woman [teacher] was great. She just kept bringing in all this hands-on stuff. She
brought in owl pellets. That was my first exposure to owl pellets. She brought a lot of
other oddball things. She brought mealworms. So, I took her at her word and thought kids
would be fascinated with these things, because I was fascinated with it. So I started doing
it with my young kids, even at the school district, and they loved it. You know, giving
them toothpicks and owl pellets and they were picking at the bones trying to find those
little skulls and, you know, leg bones. They just loved it. And so, you know, I was just
testing on them because I wasn’t certified yet, so I thought “Hey, let’s try this.” They
didn’t have a curriculum for science, so if there was anything I could bring in, they just
loved it. You know, give them a toothpick and an owl pellet and they’re there trying to
find the bones—you know, little skulls and leg bones..And they just loved it. And I
remember the day we set the butterflies free. We were all downstairs and unfortunately it
was over Memorial Day, so I didn’t wanna keep them over that long weekend and it was
a freezing cold day, so what were we gonna do. We were trying to set them free and they
didn’t wanna move. They just really wanna be hiding somewhere, so that was kinda
funny. Some of them I didn’t let go and brought them back home and I let them go over
the weekend when it warmed up.
So at this time I was already doing grade school, but I was bringing in all of this
live stuff into the classroom that they absolutely loved it. And we used it in writing—
journal writing—where we took turns looking at the meal worms, drawing pictures of the
seeds that we planted and what’s the plant doing now, what did you do to the plants, what
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did they look like now, describe it. You know, kids are learning, reading and writing, and
it’s all being stimulated by natural stuff that they are completely unaware of the
difference it made in the classroom. Very few of them have plants…and butterflies, no,
not really. But they just loved it, and they were not freaked out by it. We raised chicks
that year. We had chicks on the table. It was really neat. And for some of the kids it just
triggered like a growth spurt in learning because they were motivated to learn how to
read and write.
We did research on African American history and then they took their research
and did quilt square drawings, and we did this beautiful African American history quilt.
They researched famous people and, you know, plays and Kwanza---so a little bit of
everything. And it was so neat to see these kids excited about their own history because
they didn’t know anything. It was kind of neat.
So for me to move from there, like, I was already bringing all these things
together and seeing, not just the excitement, but how it affected kids and motivated them
to learn in a different way. So when I saw that Green Woods was hiring, I was so anxious
to get into an environment where I didn’t feel like every day was a struggle to get kids
interested in learning, where families had no idea why they sent their kids to school every
day—that was always sad to me. So here I could see almost immediately, parents are
involved. They may not be college educated, but they do care about education. So, they
were very involved. They would volunteer in the classroom. They loved coming into
second grade. When I started there, I had a lot of parent volunteers. We did some great
projects because we were able to get those parents in there. I had one parent who came in
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there weekly to type up stories for a newspaper the kids wrote—and this was second
grade. So that’s how I got to know a lot of these parents, and I really loved having them
in the classroom. Not every teacher does, but you see—I put them right to work..and I
think it’s great for them to be excited about what their kids learn. What I don’t like is if
they hover over their kid, so I try to make sure they’re doing things all over the place.
But, you know, having extra hands is definitely a help. Especially when you’re doing
messy stuff, or you have 25 kids and they’re all over the place. Once the parents see
what’s being produced, they get more excited about the projects.

So what would you say is the focus of your teaching in your art classroom?
Well, for me, as much as possible, you know like those little puppet things are
probably one of the exceptions, but most of the time, I really like giving them a jumping
off point, and then letting them find their own way in it. So it’s like they become problem
solvers when you give them a little wall or something to push against and then basically
let them go free. But one of the problems is that anything can happen and it’s a lot more
work. Like today with the cardboard things—oh my god—you know I started bringing
out needles and wire and buttons. I think that they really just scratched the surface. This
was my first time doing this project. I might try it with another group as a filler to see
how they like it. I think it might be better with an older group. I think that there’s more in
there that we definitely might want to tap into. But sometimes you don’t know..I mean
sometimes they suggest things just by how excited they get and you see that excitement
in them and you think there’s a lot there that I’m not understanding yet—especially when
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you’re doing it for the first time. So, I think for me what the focus is would be giving
them that invitation to go in almost any direction. You know, like I remember when I was
in graduate school the projects that were the most successful were when they gave you
something you hated…and you had to take that thing you hate and turn it into something
you don’t hate. And those were often the best projects. I remember one day one of my old
metal smithing teaching gave us an old circuit board for inspiration. You know, I’m
sitting here doing flowers and organic shapes and he’s giving me a circuit board?!
Another teacher did the same project but said “I want everyone to make a belt buckle.”
And that held no interest for me either…so I put the two together. (laughs) And so I came
up with this circuit board belt buckle. And I came up with a really bizarre way to have it
actually close… It was very industrial looking—it had red plexiglass—definitely not
anything I would have designed intentionally, but it was actually a really successful piece
because I had those restrictions on me and I had to figure out how to make it my own. We
were doing these spoons in 6th grade and one of the kids said to me, “Can I make a
spork?” and I said, “Yeah, go for it!” You know, so it’s like these little quirky things
happening and you say, “yes, you can do that!” So yes, I think that that opening is just
really amazing to watch…and figuring out how to help each kid so that they don’t get so
out of control that they can’t do it.

So from your perspective, what projects do the kids get most excited about?
I think the ones that require unusual tools, so they loved the marionettes. It’s the
messiest thing though because there’ll be kids sewing, kids making body parts, and then
189

kids making hair—it just gets so messy in the room and so hard to clean up. And then
some kids finish earlier than the others, so they’ll be stringing things—it’s just really hard
to do that project, but they love it so much that I don’t think I can get away with not
doing it when they get to about 5th grade or so. Just this year, they’ve really loved the
scrimshaw and, well, because it’s so different from anything else they’ve done. You
know, I hand them something that looks like ivory and tell them “now we’re gonna
scratch this, then ink it, then wipe off the ink and the design’s gonna show.” They love
it—you know. So that’s neat. And the spoon carvings—that’s a really long process, but
they still wanna do it. And I think it’s really neat because they’re getting into the whole
idea of carving, so when I move them into low relief carving it’s so much easier for them
because they’ve already had some practice with carving. Umm..they usually love clay—
really I think anything messy seems to be what appeals to them. I’m trying to think of
some environmental projects that keep them excited…usually the young kids—you
know, like if you mention the word “monster,” they’re there. So, I haven’t done that
project yet.

So when you take the kids outside, do you notice a difference? Since they’re used to
playing outside, does that have any effect on their behavior?
Yeah, it’s hard, but before we go out for the first time, I do what I like to call the
“Tree Lecture.” So we do a “what does a tree look like lecture” for the young kids. So the
first thing I’ll do is say, “You know, the Schuylkill Center has thousands of trees, and I
have never seen a tree that looks like two sticks with a cloud on top.” I always tell them
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that—and we begin like that, and they all just kind of laugh. They like to be able to draw
real trees, so we talk about how to draw tree trunks and twigs. We talk about the size of
the trunk versus the branches—where are the branches and where are the leaves—and all
of a sudden things start to manifest themselves as we walk out into the woods. They try to
find an interesting tree. They go out with clipboards, and I’ll start them usually with one
or two pieces of paper, and some of them will sit out there and look at a tree and draw it
for a half hour with no problem. They really focus on all that beautiful detail and they’ll
sit there and draw those thousands of leaves. Others can’t focus to draw the tree—it’s too
much for them—and they’re done after 5 or 10 minutes. But, I just try to encourage them,
you know maybe if they didn’t put in enough detail I’ll go: “Well, you know, maybe it
needs some more branches—big ones and small ones. Where are the leaves? What shape
are the leaves?” And if they’re really done, then I’ll go, “well why don’t you find
something small that you can look at really closely and draw.” And I’ll sit them on the
ground by a bush, or some grass or something…and occasionally I’ll bring branches into
the classroom and I’ll have them draw the gnarls—you know, I’m always all about the
gnarly look, so I’ll have them draw the gnarly connections, because they’ll be so much
more focused drawing in there. And they love it—you know, and they get really good at
it. And they’ll quiet their bodies and kind of go inside themselves—sometimes I’ll say,
“okay everyone take a deep breath and we’ll meditate.” When we do the weaving project,
I quiet the class and ask everyone to meditate with me. They all just kind of laugh, but the
room gets quiet. But that rhythmic up and down—you can see that there’s this peace that
comes over them—at least when they’re all still weaving. And some of the kids that have
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the hardest time quieting themselves and not talking—they get into it, they really do. So,
almost any of the projects can do that, if they don’t start letting it frustrate them. So if
they say, “I’m not sure I can do this” and if they let me show them step-by-step how to do
it, they’ll be good. If there’s a kid who has decided he can’t do it, then I have to step in
and I’ll sit next to him. Sometimes I’ll draw next to him.

What aspects of your curriculum are most successful in your opinion?
I think when it ties into the social studies, sciences or language arts—when they
make that connection, I think that’s at least twice as valuable. Not just because it
connects the learning—which it does, you know, they’re taking what they’re learning in
the classroom and then they have to process it—that stuff is much more planted in their
brain and I think they’re much more likely to hold onto it and they learn a lot more
information when they do that, whether it’s kindergarten or eighth grade. So, that’s one
of the reasons we try to integrate as much as we can and we’ll get a chance to look at the
middle school, in particular.
Where it works the best is like when a class is studying whales, or life forms like
the fishes, and in language arts they’re reading “Gone Whaling”—they may even be
doing stuff in math related to it, but all that comes together to give them a reason to learn.
Like, in computers they learn how to use a site to track the migrations of the whales.
Well, look at how interesting it makes that whole whale unit. And, the scrimshaw, you
know, and learning about the structure of whales and the amazing females. So I think that
all of that is an interesting thing by itself, and all of it becomes much more interesting.
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Sometimes I take what they’re learning and give it just enough of that creative setting so
that it comes alive for them. Especially when they do [Egyptian] Canopic jars—that
whole unit on Egypt becomes so exciting for them, it really does. And I’m hoping we get
to visit the museum of archaeology and anthropology—that is a fascinating museum. So,
all of that stuff becomes more significant and memorable.
When I meet with my colleagues and we brainstorm, you know, that’s when I
come up with my most creative ideas. They tell me what they’re teaching, I look around
my room at the books I have and the materials I have and, not everybody has as much
junk as I do, certainly, I mean most people aren’t pulling out hunks of elephant tusks—
those things become so interesting. Most kids—when I first started teaching young kids I
remember taking some training on literacy and literature—children’s literature. And
when I first started, I remembered thinking, “What kid would choose non-fiction over
fiction? Fiction is so wonderful.” And I had been reading beautiful children’s literature to
my kids for years. And then…I started teaching. And guess what books they were drawn
to the most? All those science books. Like, I had a book in my library called “We All
Pass Gas.” You can’t even begin to imagine how fascinating that is to second graders…or
something about belly buttons, you know, they just loved it. They’re fascinated by the
world around them—you know, what a shock. I’m fascinated by the world around me,
and they are too. They love learning about the world around them and making those
connections.
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What role does environmental science play in your curriculum?
The environmental stuff—I like it because it keeps me on my toes. You know, if
something isn’t going the way I wanted it to or if something seems like it’s not working,
then I’ll teach it and figure out what will work best with whatever they’re learning. But I
mean, it’s hard for me not to do the frog puppets. But, you know, every year I try
different things that are related to what their environmental curriculum is and it’s great
for me because it keeps my teaching practice fresh. Like this year there are so many new
projects that I’m putting in there and, you know, it’s kind of scary because it’s stuff I
haven’t done, so I have to somehow figure out how to do it all. I have no idea how to
make shadow puppets yet, so I have to go online, then I have to figure out how to do it
for me. Not how they do it, but how it’s gonna make sense to me—with the materials and
space we’re limited by…or the tools we have available, because some schools have very
amazing art centers.
Even though I have a lot of materials I don’t have the space, and I need storage
space. The first year I taught art we made these life-size figures of—like cirque de solei
style. And I can’t remember what it was related to—I think that the Schuylkill Center was
having this gala and they wanted us to make the decorations. I could not get the kids to
focus for it, so I thought “that’s something I’m crossing off the list!” Now if I would have
given it to the young kids, they would have loved it, but I gave it to the middle school,
so…
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Do you ever incorporate Environmental Artists or talk about them at all with your
classes?
I guess the first year we did do outdoor projects, and the kids loved doing it. But
it’s hard to do because some of them are working inside and some of them are working
outside and I can’t be in two places and I can’t supervise, so that was kind of hard. I
mean, they did some pretty interesting environmentally-friendly things with the
deadwood that was on the ground and built structures. We did sun catchers, you know,
out of whatever was around. If we had some saplings that we had cut down—when the
saplings begin to encroach on the field, they do a chopping, so there are saplings lying on
the ground for awhile.
There’s tons of stuff you could do, but I guess for me I wanna make sure that the
art aspect is still there, so it’s a balancing act. Get some of that environmental stuff, but
make sure there’s a genuine reason we’re doing it in art—and that’s the tricky thing. It’s
not always easy to do that. Sometimes the kids—they just think it’s a neat project. They
don’t understand the complexity of trying to make sure that I’m touching all these
different kinds of aspects into one project. One year—the year before I was teaching
art—the art teacher was making rain sticks with the kids, and they were hammering nails
into cardboard tubes. That’s something I haven’t done with the kids, but I think I’d try to
take it up a notch. I have some really great books related to, you know, the rain stick, but
I haven’t gotten to it yet. You know, it’s waiting in the wings. One day, I’ll use up all
those tubes before we move, because who wants to move like boxes and boxes of tubes?
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So have you had an environmental art lesson that you thought was particularly
successful?
I guess I really loved doing the large-scale insects with the second grade. That
year, I know that a lot of the curricula contained information about insects in the field, so
they were studying insects, looking at insects, and studying the job of insects. So when I
bring something like that into the curriculum, I want to honor those things in the
curriculum that they’re learning and they’ve spent a lot of time learning. So in two years
if I say, “What are the body parts of an insect?” most of them will know head, thorax,
abdomen. And they’ll know it always has six legs. They’ll know because they’re building
it—and while we build it, we talk about it. You know, and they really learn the
information because it’s reinforcing the things we’ve been teaching them.
When they study birds, they’re thinking about the environment those birds come
from. I actually would say that I loved bringing the bird mounts into the third grade art
room because they were fascinated. In fact, I had them in the classroom and the younger
kids started drawing them. They just loved seeing them so much. So, I remember the
second graders last year—some of them did these beautiful drawings, and it wasn’t even
their project, but they were free drawing. You know, the first time I brought the bird
mounts in, I don’t even know what prompted me to do it, but we talked about why
looking at the actual, three-dimensional bird—granted it’s not alive anymore, but, bird,
was different than looking at a bird on a page, even if it’s a photograph of a bird. So, very
quickly they’ll start to interpret what they see, because you’re turning it from 3D into 2D
and you need to figure out which way you’re gonna look at it—you have choices to
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make. And then we talked about the structure of the bird’s head---if you look at their
drawings, we do several because I make them look at a predator, a seed-eater, and a
nectar-eater. So they’re looking at the different structures of the beak and of the head—
where the eyes are located and why....and it reinforces all the stuff that they’re learning in
environmental science about those creatures. And you can imagine that when they have
these choices and they have to do these types and they have to choose between ten
different types, you’ll see them walking around the hawk, looking at which is the best
direction to draw this—to make sure it shows the beak and how sharp that beak really is
and, you know, the angle of the eyes because this bird is different than the bird that needs
to watch out for a predator. So it’s really, really interesting to see them doing those
interpretations of those realistic birds. So the first time I did it, I had no idea what it was
gonna be like. I did simplify it the second year, but they loved seeing those creatures right
in front of them.

So from your experiences in incorporating environmental themes into your art
curriculum, would you say that an art program that is completely focused on
environmental education would be a solid program, or do you think that a
curriculum should be more interdisciplinary?
I guess for me, I feel like I would be doing them a disservice if I didn’t let the
other things they learn spark ideas for art projects—because first and foremost, I am an
artist and I teach art because I believe that all children, whether they are great at drawing
or not, benefit from that creative thinking process and problem solving. Every time you
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give a child an art project, no matter what it is, they’re solving problems—whether you
say, “So, your problem for today is…” You know, you don’t have to say that. All you
have to say is, “I want you to do this abstract image in the style of Georgia O’Keefe, but
you can only use a monochromatic color scheme.” Okay. That’s a challenge. That’s a
problem that needs to be solved. That makes it something that’s really and truly worth
looking at and to investigate. So when you do that kind of thing, sometimes you give
them those things, those problems, those challenges. That process—that whole problemsolving process—they’re just learning to do it naturally without even thinking. And that’s
one of the reasons I think that art, for the sake of art, teaches a child something that they
get from no other subject.
There are very few subjects where children can investigate something as long as
they do in the art room. Like, most of the time, they’ll have, “Okay we’re doing a
diorama for one period—maybe two.” But you know, I think that that process—that long
involved, prolonged focus on one thing…where else are they getting that? They’re
getting that nowhere. As soon as I started teaching art, I felt like there were certain
projects I needed to do that would engage the children further with what they were
learning—and I loved those challenges. Social studies usually is pretty easy to find
connections with…but sciences too. You know, like I told you about Ghost Wings…but I
haven’t found the perfect project for that yet. So you know, I lot of these things will get
recycled and rethought of.
Every once in awhile I’ll get to a point where I won’t scrap a project, but it won’t
go on the wall.. you know, it didn’t quite make it. Those environmental connections—I’ll
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just say those integrations, I think, some of the best projects come from that. And I think
if you ask the kids, those are the projects that stick with. You know, they’re starting to
see how it connects their whole life. Those connections… the first year I taught at Green
Woods we did a unit on interconnections and the interdependent state of everything. So
you could get it at different levels. So my second graders were studying their
neighborhoods. Third grade they studied community. And, of course, they got further and
further away from this space. And I really think they do remember more—like if you ask
those kids years later: “remember that project when we were studying neighborhoods and
we actually built the Green Woods model and we talked about where you’d want houses
versus where you’d want factories, versus where you’d want the library versus where
you’d want stores? And what makes up a neighborhood?” They’d probably tell you they
still remember doing that….and, of course, they had to take what they already knew and
what they were learning and then they have to do this—they have to process and make
sense out of it and then use it in a new way. And when they have to use it in a new way—
it’s such a strong and integral piece of who they are now. And years later I bet they could
repeat some of that because they had to work with it—they weren’t just fed something;
they had to work with it. And the good environmental teachers do the same thing; they
make sure the kids are involved with their hands and using the information that they’re
getting and figuring out how to make sense out of it. It’s astounding sometimes.
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Do you think there are any benefits that you see in incorporating environmental
studies into your curriculum?
I think it makes it more interesting. I think a lot of it is just really fascinating. And
the kids love learning about things…and the kids might not really get it at first---like
when I see kids throwing trash into my recycling bins, I might wanna scream, but I really
think they’re gonna look back on it and it’s gonna be more meaningful to them….and all
those things that we do to help them understand how important their stewardship of the
environment is—all of that stuff I think will come out in really interesting ways as they
go out into the world. Some of them will probably find work that has that information
they learned in such an interesting way. Some of it will be stuff they’ll teach their
children when they have kids. Some of it will be what kind of house they decide to buy,
the car they decide to buy. Some of it will be what they think of their life—like when I
think of the fact that I’m teaching at this school now, if you had asked me ten years ago,
“Hey, what you do think of teaching kids art—and by the way, environmental science is
gonna be thrown in there?” I would have never pictured this—but it’s, I’d say the most
rewarding thing I’ve done, outside of making my own jewelry, which I really did love.
And I think that because I know I’m touching their lives—I’m with the kids every day, I
see what they’re learning. They show me what they can do, and it’s meaningful for me—
even if it’s a little scribble…and they’re so excited because it has, you know, six legs,
and they really look carefully at the pattern on the wings of a dragonfly…and they spent
that extra time outlining it beautifully and they’re just so proud of it---that’s going to
impact their lives. And we don’t know how—we really don’t know, but I think for me, to
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be able to see that in children, it’s so beautiful—it’s so wonderful—me being able to
share my excitement of these wacky creatures I have—like I have dead birds….you
know, and every once in awhile I’ll pull out this skeleton of a bird, and kids will go,
“Wow! Where’d you get that?” I have this jeweler friend who knew I used delicate stuff
in my jewelry and he found this skeleton and packed it up and stuck it in a box, and now I
own it. I actually also have a dead hummingbird. So I pull these things out for them.
There aren’t that many jobs where you can pull out this wacky stuff and people go,
“Wow!” But here they really do, you know, they go “Wow!” A lot of the weird things I
have at home, people have no interest in, but these kids love them, and they—it’s pretty
neat to see that birds eyes open up.
That blue cabinet in my room—you didn’t get to look in it—It’s got bins of
beautiful sea shells—we bring those out. It’s got dead leaves, tree branches, and it’s got
chrysalis and seeds, and it’s got snake skins…and…I don’t even remember what all is in
there—like I was looking for this specimen box. I was looking for a box to put the
scrimshaw in, and I had forgotten I had those nesting boxes—I actually got them from the
school district. They were just sitting in a basement room not being used—they were
brand new—and I was so excited to have them because sometimes I just bring out stuff
that I want the kids to look at but it’s too fragile to be held, so I would put that snake skin
in there—oh my god, the kids loved it. So there aren’t that many jobs where you can
bring in all that wacky stuff you’ve been saving for years because people thought, “Oh,
Barbara will like that.” It’s just so rewarding to be able to share that with someone. I
don’t know what I’m gonna do when I retire…I’m gonna have to find homes for some of
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it because---the books I can imagine finding good homes for…but the stuff—that’s
different. And I love having it and being able to pull out wacky—you know I don’t keep
it all at school though.

How is your effectiveness measured at Green Woods? Is it a requirement that you
incorporate environmental science into your curriculum because you’re an
environmental charter school?
I think it makes me more valuable to them because I don’t think most teachers
jump at the chance—I don’t think most teachers would be as excited about it as I am. So,
the fact that I do it willingly and seek outside integration probably---I think the parents
appreciate it as well as the teachers and administration. They do teacher evaluations.
Sometimes, you know, it just depends. Last year, they did them so late in the year, which
was hard because I wasn’t doing anything new, beginning from scratch. But, we have
ongoing stuff, so I actually started the bird thing. You know, the bird thing was very late
in the year. And it had to be something that was a fast project. But, if I was being
observed, I wouldn’t necessarily worry if it was something environmental because they
don’t require that everything I do be environmental, or even integrated. Like I can just do,
“this is an art project without integration.” But I think that they’re so impressed with the
work that goes up around the school and the quality of work that I get out of the kids,
that, generally speaking, I have parents stopping me, telling me about the pieces they still
have and how impressed they are with the work. And that is gratifying—not too many
jobs give you that. They go, “I love how you’re teaching my kid.” And “Keep it up!”
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When I put out a request for materials, or volunteers—I used to get volunteers—
for instance, we were doing paper-making and I needed blenders, people donated
blenders. One parent actually went out and bought me one. I needed irons one year when
we were doing quilting—I used to be more lax now, but I used to iron all the seams
down—and here came the irons. Another year I needed hair dryers so I could dry paper
mache projects…so, I’m lucky. And they’re so grateful that their kids are getting
basically this integrated education that most private schools would be proud to deliver. I
mean I feel the same way about my daughter who’s in a very good public school. So
when they ask for money, I’m writing that check because I’m thinking, this is so much
less than the tuition I was paying when she was at a Quaker school. And, I mean, is it as
lovely? No. Is it challenging and interesting? Some of it—not every teacher is great, but
not every teacher at a private school is great either. There are some bad ones, and it’s
great to not have to pay tuition.
Probably my biggest fault….you didn’t see too much of it: I talk too much. The
kids get antsy to start their projects. Sometimes what I’ll do now is give them an
introduction, get them drawing or working, and then talk while they work to give them
more information along the way. So it’s not as verbose. You know, it’s hard because you
don’t have that long and you do want them to work, but you also want them to know that
there’s a certain amount you want them to learn from it.
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APPENDIX E
The following is the transcription from the Wissahickon Charter School 2nd grade
student interview, conducted October 26, 2010. This interview was conducted on an
individual basis, talking with students in the art room during their lunch break. The art
teacher sat at the table with the student for most of the interview, interjecting into the
conversation at times.
What do you like most about Wissahickon Charter School?
Student 1- “Reading and drawing.”
Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 – “I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like stitching—especially the running
stitch. My favorite project is the birds project where we got to stitch birds.”
What have you learned this semester?
Student 1- “We learned cross stitch and about James Audobon. Oh, and we got to see
statues and a big dragon at the museum.”
What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1- “Drawing birds on a piece of paper during free draw. Mine looked like a
parrot.”
Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1-“ Painting. I like to paint.”
Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1-“ I prefer to stay inside and sit in my chair. It’s quieter inside. We don’t ever
go outside for class.
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APPENDIX F
The following is the transcription from the Wissahickon Charter School 5th grade
student interview, conducted October 26, 2010. This interview was conducted on an
individual basis, talking with students in the art room during their lunch break. The art
teacher sat at the table with the student for most of the interview, interjecting into the
conversation at times.
What do you like most about Wissahickon Charter School?
Student 1-“I like that we’re an environmental school so we get to go outside for recess
and sometimes we go to the Wissahickon as a whole school for discovery class.”
Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1-“ I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like how when we do projects with paper
mache, clay, go to the museum, and painting.”
What have you learned this semester?
Student 1-“We learned about middle, foreground, and background…and how to blend
colors and balance things out. So the biggest things are in the foreground and the smallest
are in the background.”
What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1-“We studied Henri Rousseau and about his backgrounds and how his animals
weren’t realistic. He painted a lot of jungles and he had a lot of banana trees. We outlined
our projects and then painted them with oil pastels.”
Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 -“ Paper mache and more clay.”
Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1-“Here in the classroom. You can get a lot of help and get with peers. I doodle
at home sometimes too. Sometimes we go outside for Discovery class and we observe
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things. My class just went on a camping trip where we learned about trees, animals, and
how sap helps to heal trees. Last year we learned about animal pellets.”
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APPENDIX G
The following is the transcription from the Wissahickon Charter School 4th grade
student interview, conducted October 27, 2010. This interview was conducted on an
individual basis, talking with students in the art room during their lunch break. The art
teacher was working in the room during the interview and would occasionally interject
during the interview.
What do you like most about Wissahickon Charter School?
Student 1 (Samir)-“I like the different subjects and specials and different activities. We
also get to go on a hike every month at the Wissahickon with 4th grade.
Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 (Samir)-“I’ve been here since kindergarten. I like all the different projects we
do. Like cool different projects like the bird project.”
What have you learned this semester?
Student 1 (Samir)-“We learned about Imperial drawings and how to use indian
ink..and…we talked about rules.”
What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1 (Samir)-“My favorite would be sculpted faces. We had to mold it and let it sit
for awhile.”
Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 (Samir)-“ Draw faces and landscapes with ink, pencil, and maybe sharpie.”
Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1 (Samir)-“The classroom at a quiet time…or my living room or front room. I
prefer inside because it’s more peaceful and quiet.”
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APPENDIX H
The following is the transcription from the art teacher at Wissahickon Charter
School, Ms. Heidi Kapusta, conducted October 27, 2010. This interview was conducted
on an individual basis, after the school day had ended.
What brought you to Wissahickon Charter School?
Actually, a long time ago they opened up an office in my neighborhood and I saw
the logo and it was a tree, and I thought it was great—and I used to be a landscape painter
and I used to paint on the Wissahickon so that was one of the reasons I came. And I
knew the principal—she’s not the principal anymore, but she was when I started.

So you moved here before getting the job? You didn’t move here for the job?
No, I didn’t move here. I was working at another charter school, but this school is
very close to my house and it’s in the neighborhood so…

Did anything in particular attract you to a more environmental program?
You know, I thought it was an interesting mission. I worked in two other charter
schools that didn’t really have as clear of a mission, so I thought it was interesting and,
yeah, I guess as a landscape painter, it was appealing to me.
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What would you say is the focus of your teaching?
I am interested in working with classroom curricula and coordinating my art
lessons with that. And I want to expose the students to as many different artists, genres of
painting, a variety of media as I can. That’s really what I wanna do.

Are your students excited about the art projects in here?
Yeah.

Which types of projects are they excited for?
I mean, really they like everything. But they love clay. They love printmaking and
paper mache…so…we do a lot. What do we do? (mumbles to self). You know,
sometimes I work with exacto knives—they like anything where they’re using materials
that aren’t just paints and crayons and stuff like that.

Which projects are they most focused for?
Oh—watercolor. I think that that is so calming for them.
Do you do watercolor with all the grades?
Mmm-Hmm.
And is there a specific grade that likes to do watercolor more than another?
They all love it.

209

And do you do acrylic too?
I do. I use acrylic for—like I do silk screen on fabrics—I use acrylic for that. I
also use acrylic on the air-dry clay to hold it together a little bit.

Do you consider the program at Wissahickon to be environmentally focused or if
not, what would you say the focus is?
It definitely is focused on the environment. I think that the trips and things that the
kids go on kind of support the mission. And I know that part of the strategic plan is to
incorporate more of the ideas and stuff into their curriculum. But I think that it’s hard
because we have to take the standardized tests and it’s not all about the environment. So
it’s kind of a hard balance, but I honestly think I’ve learned a lot by being at the school
about the environment and things I had no clue about. I think it’s a very strong part of the
school’s program.

Do you have any opportunities to incorporate your art program with the things that
the kids are doing on these trips?
Well, it depends. Like, they were studying mills and they went to that written
house paper mill, and so I did some drawings and stuff with that. It really depends on
what’s going on. I try to. You know, Jordon was talking about Wissahickon in the
Wissahickon—that’s when the whole school goes and they do hikes. I don’t go on that
because the teachers want their prep, so, it’s unfortunate but yeah, it just depends on what
I’m doing in the classroom at the time—whether I can work with that theme.
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What influence does environmental science have on your art program?
Last year when she (Discovery teacher) was teaching regularly, I would get her
syllabus or whatever—her curriculum, and I would look at things she was talking about.
So if she was studying insects, we might do something in here. Third grade was working
with animals; we did animals in here. So I would try to look and try to see what she was
doing in her class and try to use some of those ideas in here.

I guess you kind of already gave some examples, but are there any other examples of
specific environmental art lessons you’ve taught?
You know, I try to talk about all the things that we use in here that are recycled.
Last year when we had our lunch program, they used Styrofoam trays—I would have the
kids bring me their tray from lunch and we used those for sculptures and mixing paints
and stuff like that. So we do that. We use a lot of newspaper when we do paper mache.
So we talk about those kinds of things.

What do you think would be the benefits of incorporating environmental studies
into an art program? Do you think an art program could function as an
environmental art program—completely focused on environmental studies?
Well, I don’t know. I’m not so sure, because you have the whole history of art,
which I think is really important for them to learn about. Part of what I like to do is to
make them aware of the visual world around them. So, if there’s a show that’s coming to
the museum and they’re seeing billboards and stuff, I want to introduce them to all the
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artists that are on the buses, on the billboards and things like that. So, for me, that’s a
huge part of it, because I think art has its own history and its own materials and things
like that, so I don’t think it could be exclusively environmental. I wouldn’t be able to
teach like that. I mean, I wasn’t trained that way. You know, this is kind of like a new
thing for me. I used to save materials and ask for egg cartons and things like that, and I
really didn’t like that kind of stuff. I don’t like the way the art looks. But, there are also a
lot of things that I have not explored that I probably could do—like looking at artists who
do the installations in the environment and maybe doing something in the park. There are
things that I could do that I just haven’t done. I think that in terms of appreciating nature
and the world around them, I kind of focus on that a lot. But other things I probably don’t
do as well.

How do you normally teach your lessons? What do you think are the best
strategies?
I think that for me what works is a lot of prep before actually going into the studio
project. So, like today with fifth grade, we look at work, we talk about it, we write about
it, we sketch. Even with the sixth grade, they’re about to do their sewing, so we’re
practicing and doing it on a scrap before we approach our project. I do that a lot. My
projects tend to last for a long time—not with kindergarten or first grade, but from there
up they do. A lot of thought and practice goes into the project.
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How’s your effectiveness measured here? Are you required to incorporate some
aspects of the mission statement into your curriculum?
I think that they’re more concerned with me working with the class curriculum,
rather than doing the whole environmental thing. You know, with sixth grade they study
ancient civilizations, so they want me to work with that. Seventh and Eighth grade they
do like a cycle of different things, so like now they’re studying the Middle East, so I’m
working with that. So I think that they’re more interested in me working with the
classroom content than the environmental stuff. But, a little bit of both—I think that
they’re excited when I do something that works with the environment. You know, one
time I had kids put drawings into a contest that was for the Philadelphia Water
Department, and we won. So that was kind of high profile and had to do with the
environment, so that was cool.

So how do you see your art program being viewed in the school?
Well, I think we have a lot of visitors coming into the school and when they see
the art displayed, they get a feeling of what the kids are doing and what they’re working
on—the level of ability of the students in terms of their artwork. And I think that it’s a
big draw for a lot of prospective parents, so that’s a good thing. We also do this calendar
that’s a fundraiser—and I should probably show it to you. We’re starting to sell it now. It
not only has artwork, but also environmental tips. I think that it kind of shows off our
mission, so that’s really cool. That’s my summer project. I work on those every summer.
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Can you tell me a little bit more about your school’s experiences in the Wissahickon
and do you have any projects relating to the Wissahickon?
Well, we do that big day where the whole school goes out there, and what’s cool
about that is the kids are kind of broken down into groups and it goes across grade levels,
so they’re working with kids they don’t really know that well and they’re kind of hiking
through trails and figuring out how to get around with their maps and stuff. So that’s
good. And I should do more—I mean I’ve done landscapes, but I haven’t done anything
specifically with the Wissahickon, like taking the classes there and drawing there. One
time we did a field trip where we went to old city and the kids sketched Independence
Hall and that kind of thing. That has nothing to do with the environment, but the kids are
studying Philadelphia. So that was a very cool experience. I should really do more of that,
but I don’t. That’ll be my goal—to take the kids across the street and have them sketch
the landscape.
Have they asked to do anything like that?
No. They don’t bug me about it. They should, but they don’t.

214

APPENDIX I
The following is the transcription from the Seven Generations Charter School 4th
grade student interviews, conducted October 28, 2010. These interviews were conducted
on an individual basis, talking with students as they were working on their art projects in
class.
What do you like most about Seven Generations Charter School?
Student 1 - “ We go outside a lot and go on nature walks, field trips, and roast chesnuts.
We went on a hike yesterday and got to chew on long pine needles. They have vitamin C
in them!”
Student 2 - “We get to go outside a lot and I’ve made lots of friends. We hike 1 or 2
times a week. For EIC we go outside and study trees.”
Student 3 - “We get more time outside than my old school. We’re getting a playground
soon, but for now we play football outside.”

Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 -“It’s my first year here. We get to do a lot of fun things and free draw after
we’re done with our projects.”
Student 2 - “It’s my first year, but I like that we get to have a lot of freedom with stuff
and we get to free draw.”
Student 3 - “This is my first year. I like that you pretty much get to draw whatever you
want.”
What have you learned this semester?
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Student 1 -“ Every time you screw something up, no one will think you’re bad. You just
have to keep telling yourself, ‘I’m lovable.’”
Student 2 - “That an artist is never finished, only when time runs out. We’ve done tracers
for celebrating Day of the Dead and we drew skulls.”
Student 3 - “We’re making pumpkins, we’ve done a cat project, x-rays, a ghost project.
I’ve been bringing stuff in and drawing bones.”

What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1 -“ Drawing skeletal hands. We got to trace our hands and then draw the bones
in the hand.”
Student 2 - “Skulls. We traced our hand on black paper and used crayon to draw bones.
It showed the x-rays.”
Student 3 - “X-rays and skulls. I drew skulls.”

Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 - “More free draw.”
Student 2 - “Painting. We haven’t done it yet this year.”
Student 3 - “I wish we could trace a lot of things to make things 3D.”
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Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1 -“ Wherever there’s a piece of paper. I like drawing both outside and inside
because I’m a still life drawer.”
Student 2 - “I like outside. You can get more ideas . Sometimes draw the river or trees
for free draw.”
Student 3 - “At home. Inside is louder though…so I guess outside would be quieter with
animal habitats and stuff.”
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APPENDIX J
The following is the transcription from the Seven Generations Charter School 2nd
grade student interviews, conducted October 28, 2010. These interviews were conducted
on an individual basis, talking with students as they were working on their art projects in
class.
What do you like most about Seven Generations Charter School?
Student 1 -“ We go outside a lot.
Student 2 - “It’s kind of fun—when we do investigations we could go outside.”
Student 3 - “That we go outside almost every day and we go hiking.”

Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 -“ I’ve been here since 1st grade. I think that she (art teacher) brings in nature
and I like leaves.”
Student 2 - “I’ve been here since 1st grade. We do fun projects like monsters and big
pictures of us.”
Student 3 - “I’ve been here since 1st grade and I like the projects.”

What have you learned this semester?
Student 1 -“How to make a bed,” “I think I need my monster,” and we made our faces
and put pastels on it.”
Student 2 - “About trees. They protect us, give us air, and are fun to climb. And we’ve
learned that if you say you can’t do it, you can’t; if you say you can, you can.”
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Student 3 - “Monster projects. Actually, two monster projects---and we’ve used paint
and pastels. Oh, and we read Where the Wild Things Are.”

What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1 -“ Face portraits. I did neat things other people didn’t do.”
Student 2 - “I liked the monsters projects, like Where the Wild Things Are, our picture of
a monster, and the big pictures of ourselves.”
Student 3 - “Monsters.”

Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 -“I wish we could do big masks.”
Student 2 - “I wish we could paint more and make pictures of outside.”
Student 3 - “Painting more…and…paper mache!”

Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1 -“ Outside. I like to draw trees and rocks and birds chirping and just relax.”
Student 2 - “I like to draw at the Corolla store and here…and outside sometimes too.”
Student 3 - “Here inside. Outside is my favorite place too.”
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APPENDIX K
The following is the transcription from the Seven Generations Charter School 5th
grade student interviews, conducted October 28, 2010. These interviews were conducted
on an individual basis, talking with students as they were working on their art projects in
class.
What do you like most about Seven Generations Charter School?
Student 1 -“ Because it’s a green charter school. I was in a private school before—a
Montessori school. I like it (Seven Gen) because it’s friendly and not like other public
schools. Like it’s easy to make friends and more public, but it’s not.”
Student 2 - “It’s so fun—we get to go outside a lot, and we just go out and take a hike
every Friday.”
Student 3 - “My other school taught you things but didn’t tell you how to use them—just
learning to learn them. Here we do a lot more art. Things are more creative, which makes
it easier to learn—doing things hands-on. We go on hikes to see what we’re learning
about. We’re always learning something new. For me, it’s more important to go out and
do things in the community.”
Student 4 - “It’s fun. We make fires in the backyard for EIC class.”

Have you had an art class like this before? What do you like best about this class?
Student 1 -“ It’s my first year. I like that there’s lots of different things to inspire you. I
like the way the school works to inspire—Art lets me be creative.”
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Student 2 - “I’ve been here since 4th grade. We get to do a lot of fun stuff like making
ghost catching machines.”
Student 3 - “It’s my first year. Art class is a lot of fun. We made baskets out of
newspaper. It was interesting, so I was interested.”
Student 4 - “I’ve been here since 4th grade. I like that in art you get to express how you
feel.”

What have you learned this semester?
Student 1 -“ First we made baskets, then we drew landscape sketches, oil painting
abstracts, and ghost busting machines.”
Student 2 - “We created flowers, walked in the halloween parade, and did abstract art
drawings with oil pastels.”
Student 3 - “We made a ghost busting machine and wrote about it—what would you use
it for. And we raised money with the baskets project.”
Student 4 - “I only remember the baskets project.”

What is your favorite project you have done so far? Why?
Student 1 -“ I liked the newspaper baskets because we got to learn weaving and sold
them.”
Student 2 - “I liked the hex signs we did last year. The old art teacher got wooden circles
for us to paint and hung them up, and we made birds out of paper—craft paper.”
Student 3 - “I like them all.”
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Student 4 - “Fire-making for Indian class, Percy Jackson, and the ghost busting
machine.”

Is there anything that you wish you could do more often?
Student 1 -“ Sculpting with clay or paper mache-like sculptures.”
Student 2 - “Clay. We haven’t done anything with clay yet.”
Student 3 - “Sculpting. I like to go outside and use Indian clay, made from the ground.”
Student 4 - “Clay pots on the wheel.”

Where is your favorite place to make art during class? Why?
Student 1 -“ Where it’s already set up for art. I like it being all set up for you. I mostly
make art at home and school. Sometimes I’ll do sketches outside of things I’ve seen. We
haven’t done this yet, but I would like to do sculpture outside.”
Student 2 - “Here. I’ve made art outside before school started. This summer we did
handprints to decorate the 4-square court. I like making art inside. It’s more predictable
inside.”
Student 3 - “I do it anywhere. My favorite place is at my house. I mostly doodle. I like
outside because you can see things you’re drawing like leaves of trees and bark.”
Student 4 - “Inside. It’s always too hot or too cold outside. It’s never perfect.”
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APPENDIX L
The following is the transcription from the art teacher at Seven Generations
Charter School student, Ms. Jennifer Miller, conducted October 28, 2010. This interview
was conducted on an individual basis, after the school day had ended.
What brought you to Seven Generations?
Well, in my last place of occupation—place of horror—I was teaching nine
classes a day on a cart, not a lot of support for art education, so I knew there was a better
way to teach a little more team work. So when I heard that this school had opened, I
decided to come and check it out. And they interviewed me because the teacher that was
here decided that she wanted to go back to the classroom. So she’s the fifth grade teacher
now and then the art position opened. So I came and learned a little bit more about what
they do here and said immediately, “This is the place for me. Please hire me.” I’ve been
an art educator for seven years—this is my seventh.

What drew you to an environmental school?
So much of art is environmental—even where we get our supplies. The Native
Americans made their own paints and own colors. The pigments that we use today are
based on the natural elements, the powders. And I thought it was an interesting concept—
enough to go forward with. So I thought it’s a perfect thought. In my past years with the
school district, I did more science than anything else—science and art. So I thought this
was a perfect place to go with that. So the color theory, outdoor impact on the artist—that
kind of thing.
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What would you say is the focus of your teaching?
I’d say ecology. Not necessarily environmental, like what we can do with a
pinecone, but focus on shapes. It just seems like a natural thing to use the shapes that are
already there so the students can understand it because it’s around them all the time. And
so they can bring that into their artwork. But, I like things like sharks, insects, because it
seems like a really great hook for the students anyway, and once I can get them hooked,
then they’ll try experimenting with the products I bring in. It gives them a scaffolding—a
more comfortable feeling.

What is the function of the art program in this school?
Well, I’m still learning that—it’s a very good question—But my idea is that I
catch all of the academic issues, like if they have trouble with math, or if they have
trouble with reading or writing, I scoop them up in my net. So I’m teaching basically the
same things that the classrooms are, just from a different angle, so that if they can
understand it in art, it can be applied to what they’re doing in the classroom that they’re
not understanding. So I’m kind of scooping everybody with everybody else—plus, it
gives it a little more hands-on experience. They do a lot in the classroom—they go
outside and they look at microscopes, but it always involves academic type of stuff, so
this sort of lets them explore and experiment with their own ideas, rather than having a
sheet and saying, “okay this is what you need to do. You need to measure the
temperature, the color of the pond…” That kind of stuff. So that when they’re in here,
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they can express what they actually saw instead of what they’re asked to see. So they
may have a different perspective, but they might not say it in an academic setting because
everybody should be having the same perspective. It’s kind of bringing everything
together.

What effect does a hands-on, experiential learning approach have in your art
classroom?
What I’ve noticed is that some of the students come in with an idea and it changes
as they’re doing it—Not necessarily, “oh well it’s easier to do it this way,” but that they
all of a sudden got a great idea because of a mistake that they made. Like, “Hey that
looks better that way” or “I’ll try it this way. Let’s add more texture.” And their
vocabulary increases also by using words to express—adjectives. Many get frustrated,
but I help them work through that frustration to show them that in the end, it all works
out fine. It might not be what they originally intended, but it works. Or it doesn’t work
and that will help you learn for the next time. So it’s all just going with it and making
something with what you have in front of you.

So are your students excited about the art projects in here?
They seem to be. There’s been a couple flops—the basket weaving, which I told you
about the newspaper recycling—it started out really great, and then it kind of went
downhill because they were tired of working on it. For some it was very difficult doing
the weaving—the stiff tubes they had to weave between for the weaving, they just got
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frustrated with it. And it lasted for six or seven weeks, so they had had enough at that
point. But in the end when they saw the baskets and saw that they were making money
for the school, they got excited again and they said, “Oooh, I’m gonna make these for
Christmas presents!” I thought, “okay, but on a smaller scale.” (laughs).

What types of projects are they most excited for?
I think ones where they can be more creative. In fourth grade we did Day of the Dead
with the skulls. And they were excited, number one, because it was a little unusual as far
as the skulls, and then they could design any pattern they wanted to and use any color
they wanted to. So if I gave them a goal and then they were able to make it their own, that
seems to be what hooks them. And as soon as I bring out the clay, they’re going to just
combust. They’ll just combust! (laughs).

What types of projects are they most focused for?
They all seem about the same. I think when it’s less academic—like the skeleton hand xrays, they were a little less focused than on the skulls, because once they made it past that
form and they could do whatever they wanted, they were focused in their own world. But
when they knew they had to make the bones a certain way to make it look like an x-ray,
then they were a little less focused. They ran around, they wanted to gain ideas from
other students. They wanted to see what was going through the other bones if they were
making them broken. I think when they’re a little uneasy about the subject, that’s when
that happens. But they seem focused on something that they may have already been
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introduced to before—even within the classroom—and so they know a little bit about it.
And then they can go forward with it.

Do you consider your program to be environmentally-focused, or more
interdisciplinary?
I follow along with what’s going on in the classrooms, but I tend to go more
towards sciences—you know, ecology, sharks, insects. But not necessarily going out and
drawing a landscape as you see it. I tend to focus on the world as a whole rather than just
Pennsylvania or just Emmaus, which seems to be happening in the classrooms. They
focus on this area, because they can walk out and see it. But I tend to bring in a lot of
visuals from other places—the Antarctic, and…we will be doing penguins in first grade.
And I do a lot of art history and experimenting with different products that I don’t think
they’ve been exposed to. The oil pastels are a big hit—and I just said, “Okay, take the oil
pastels. Blend them. Smudge them. Smear them.” And they loved it. They got to be very
messy.

What aspects of your curriculum are most successful?
I think the product use. I think they just like to experiment and turn it into
something that they never had before. So that the idea that I’m bringing in some of my
own things from home and showing them art history—other artists that have done the
same thing on a grander scale—I think they like to see that so that they feel a part of
something bigger. We had an auction earlier this year, and all students from all grades
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were totally into making things to be sold to make money for the school, so they can go
on more field trips. It was a very professional thing. We had a lot of business owners—
there was a dinner dance attached to it; it was expensive just to get in and then they bid
on them. And all proceeds went to Seven Gen. It really worked out well.

You said you don’t have an environmental program here, but rather it’s classroom
teachers teaching environmental science?
Yes, exactly.

What’s an example of an environmental art lesson you taught that you consider to
be successful?
I guess I’m in the process of doing insects, but I haven’t done Watershed, which
is being done in third grade. I haven’t done any pollinator assignments, which is being
done in fifth grade, and that’s what they’re focused on—the bees. I think second grade is
doing trees, and I haven’t really done anything with that, other than “find a leaf; draw it”
because I wanted to focus on the shading and the form—the shape part. But I think that’s
just little pieces and parts of the whole that’s being taught in the classroom.
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How do you teach your lessons and what do you consider to be the best strategies
for teaching?
Well, I model, show visuals, keep those up, give directions, and then let them
work. And then of course the clean up afterwards, because that’s their responsibility too.

I noticed you tie in a lot of books?
Oh, definitely. Literacy is—and that’s kind of my net—the scoop where kids
don’t want to read because maybe they’re forced to read. But then I talk about how
books—even the books without the pictures, inspire some images in your head and you
can draw those, or draw a story, or take something from that and blow it up to bigger than
life. So there was the one book I read about the insects—I keep going back to the insects
just because that’s been a longer theme—there was a picnic blanket shown and a whole
bunch of insects crawling onto the blanket trying to get the food. That right there was the
inspiration to, okay let’s introduce weaving and paper, and then we splat it, so a new way
of printmaking with the fly swatters. So you can take a small idea and then spread it out
over experimenting. So maybe they’ll use that fly swatter to make a textured painting at a
later point, or do something else—maybe not that literally, but they know that there’s
other things out there that maybe aren’t meant to be used for painting, that can be used.
So it just kind of plants that seed and hopefully it’ll grow.
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How’s your effectiveness measured here? Are you required to incorporate certain
things into your curriculum?
Well, we have a teacher evaluation process, and I know that in the end it will
show up with some of the testing they have to do here. Even though we don’t teach to the
test, we have to keep that in mind because they will be taking the test. But I’m not really
sure how—I think it’s product based, in my case, in my own mind, that if students aren’t
understanding the concepts that I’m teaching, and they’re not applying them in other
parts of their lives, which I’ll end up finding out from the teachers, and if what they do—
they’re not finishing it or they’re not interested in it and they don’t put effort into it, then
I know that my effectiveness is not going well. So I’ll have to sit down and talk with
someone who’s evaluating how I’m teaching the classes. I still have a lot of learning to
do. Here it’s much more community—how are you doing, are you making good choices,
are you participating, that kind of thing.

From what you know and from your background, would you say that incorporating
more environmental studies into an art classroom would be beneficial to student
learning?
Well, personally I think that including some of those things is definitely
beneficial. But I think there’s so much art out there that doesn’t necessarily have to be
environmental, that if a student were here from K through—we plan to go up to eighth
grade—K through 8, and never exposed to anything outside of that, it would be a
shame—in my opinion. Because there’s so many fantastic artists out there that aren’t
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related to environmental studies or ecology of any sort, that it would be sad to not have
that. And they wouldn’t ever know it because they wouldn’t go searching for it—unless
they were that type of student.

Do you think that you’d ever incorporate environmental artists and their work?
Oh definitely! I have Christo and Smithson all ready to go. Oh yeah—just later in
the year. Definitely! I love that stuff!

What are your plans for that? Do you know yet?
Well, I don’t have severe plans yet—definite plans for Christo, because I would
love to wrap the school or something really large, and we could incorporate that with
math—like how many yards of fabric do we need? What’s the square footage that we’ll
need to cover? That would be good for an older grade level. And then the Smithson
where he does the Spiral Jetty, I would love to create something like that with rocks and
pebbles out on the playground so that they could see that—and on a smaller scale so they
could take it home with them. I have crushed rock that you use in aquariums that we’ll
just draw a glue spiral and they can sprinkle it on and take that home. The islands on
barges in the middle of a pond—oh, that stuff is fantastic. And I like the more abstract
artists, like Jackson Pollock and even graffiti art—I know it’s not necessary
environmentally-based, but they see it; it has its spot. And we plan on doing murals and
mosaics in here. I’ll bring in Gaudi—he’s a mosaic artist in Spain. So I’ll bring his stuff
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in here and then we’re gonna create our own little Gaudi mosaic somewhere in the
building.
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APPENDIX M
The following is the transcription from the interview with the Director of
Education, Virginia (Gin) Ranly, and the Associate Director for the Environmental Arts
Program, Jenny Laden, conducted at The Schuylkill Center for Environmental Education
on October 22, 2010. This interview was conducted in a conference room, using a
relaxed, conversational approach and note taking.
What types of environmental programs do you offer?
Gin Ranly:
Just to give you some background on The Schuylkill Center, we are 45 years old.
Green Woods Charter School has only been here for 8 years. We used to teach their
environmental education program, before they hired their own instructor. This is our first
year not working with them. The Schuylkill Center is the largest public open space in the
country.
Environmental Education is the overall focus of the Schuylkill Center, then we
also have programs like the Wildlife Rehabilitation Center, our farm, which is leased out
and produces real product for the community, and our environmental art program. We
also get a lot of researchers out here. All programs do their own thing, so we don’t have a
lot of collaboration between programs.
Environmental Art Coordinator, Jenny Laden:
So to tell you a little about our environmental art program, it was started 10 years
ago by one person and was pieced together by this one person on her own. We used to
use the Green Woods space for our visiting Artists’ studios, but since Green Woods has
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been there, we have been limited on space for our artists. We are currently on our last
year of a three-year cycle on a grant for our artist-in-residence program, but will still have
a visiting artist in the spring.

Do you use art frequently in your environmental art programs?
Gin Ranly:
Our field trips are more science-based—very traditional. Arts are used more in
our summer camp, after–school, and outreach programs. Sometimes we do culminating
projects with science and art together, such as this flower project where we had the kids
disect flowers and then design their own flowers and pollinator. We’ve also had several
artists make site-specific pieces for a space on our grounds, like this piece called “Ground
Play,” which was about sustainable structures. For the opening of the exhibit, we had an
interactive component where guests could build stick houses or fairy houses similar to the
artist’s work, so that they could better understand the process.
Environmental Art Coordinator, Jenny Laden:
We try to put the art where the kids are or will be walking. Our goal for the
artists-in-residence program, since it is one of the only programs like this, would be to
attract artists internationally.
Gin Ranly:
We ask our artists-in-residence to bring an educational component to their works
as well. So, for example, for the “Edible Landscapes” project, kids helped with the
installation and learned about growing their own food. For “Gimme Shelter” kids created
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their own shelters, which were taken down after one week. In general, we encourage kids
to explore the landscape and use their imaginations. We tell kids that they can build
anything they want, but they can’t take ownership of anything. So, there are forts on the
sides of the trail that are continuously changed by new visitors.
Environmental Art Coordinator, Jenny Laden:
Our environmental art program is more about conservation, which is valuable to
The Schuylkill Center because it’s a good way to keep it healthy and clean. There are
certain areas of the Schuylkill Center where no one is allowed to enter. These spaces
provide areas for active research to be done by professors and students. In general, our art
program is smaller and relatively new when compared to our other programs. So at the
moment, art-making is much more focused on the visiting artists than on students
creating artwork themselves. For the artists, the focus is on producing work that USES
the environment, not just commenting on environmental issues. This can prove to be
pretty difficult and challenging for the artists because not only are they making
something that is for a specific site, but we also ask that they add an educational
component. For example, one of our visiting artists, Jeanie Gaff, did a piece about
animals and their impact on the environment.
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What do you see as the greatest benefits of incorporating environmental studies into
an art program?
Environmental Art Coordinator, Jenny Laden:
Art is a great way to engage kids and to draw interdisciplinary connections
because it helps to take information and express it in a new way. It provides a way to
experience something, as opposed to just learning about it and kids can find out more
about what they are learning through their interactions and the art-making process.
It can also deepen their appreciation of what other artist’s work looks like. Our art
program at The Schuylkill Center has been more focused on our Artist-in-Residence
program than anything else. We give tours to kids and occasionally an artist will come
that wants the kids to be part of the creative process, but other than that kids don’t make a
lot of art in our program. This is something we are working towards, but we aren’t there
yet.
Do most of your projects occur inside a classroom or outside? Does the difference in
location have any effect on the productivity of the students?
Gin Ranly:
Woods are foreign to kids in Philly. Environmental Art helps kids to relate and
feel more comfortable in the woods. Environmental Education, in general, is about
establishing a sense of comfort with the natural environment. The Philadelphia School, a
local public school—not an environmental school, comes to the Schuylkill center several
times a week just to be in the woods. They do all sort of different school activities here.
They probably spend at least 20 hours outside. Green Woods, on the other hand, which is
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located on-site, probably only spends about 2 hours a day outside—and that’s with
recesses included. I’ve got to be honest. I’ve never actually seen Barbara take her kids
outside. She tends to bring things inside her classroom. She’s really good about that. I
know every year she comes over to borrow our bird models to let her kids sketch them.
But that’s about as far as it goes.
Our environmental education program is outside for the majority of the time—
rain or shine. If it’s snowing outside, we tell the kids to bundle up and we’re out there
exploring and learning. Environmental Education, in my opinion, is about having kids
comfortable in the outdoors. The only way to do this is to have the learning take place
outdoors. Kids need freedom to explore in the outdoors. That’s when the real learning
occurs. We encourage a lot of free play and exploration at The Schuylkill Center to let
kids’ imaginations run wild.
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APPENDIX N
The following are images taken from my observations at Green Woods Charter
School on October 21, 2010 and October 25, 2010.

View from front of Green Woods Charter School

Decorated wall inside all-purpose room
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"In The Small Pond" student artwork

"Insect Study" student artwork

4th grade bird patterns
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View inside Ms. Mail's art classroom

Ms. Mail's supply shelves
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Green Woods banner in all-purpose room

Recycling Project for Earth Day

View outside back door to the art classroom
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APPENDIX O
The following are images taken from my observations at Wissahickon Charter
School on October 26, 2010 and October 27, 2010.

Sign from the street
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Mural decorating front of school

View of Wisshickon Charter School from Fernhill Park

Student designed recycling signs
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View of hallway

Entrance to Environmental Science classroom

Entrance to Ms. Kapusta's art classroom
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Student artwork decorating the hallway

Stitched bird multimedia artwork
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Mural at Fernhill Park

View of Fernhill Park
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APPENDIX P
The following are images taken from my observations at Seven Generations
Charter School on October 21, 2010 and October 25, 2010.

Front of Seven Generations Charter School

View of school hallway
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Ms. Miller's art classroom

The red chair for class critiques and relaxation
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Student artwork

View of school hallway

Collaborative environmental mural
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Collaborative quilt
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APPENDIX Q
The following are images taken from my observations at The Schuylkill Center
for Environmental Education on October 22, 2010.

Entrance to Schuylkill Center

Native Bird Observation Center
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Entrance to Founders Grove

"Rain Machine"

Founders Grove

Founders Grove
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Environmental art installation "Yellow Zinger" by Tim Prentice
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