Embracing Environment:
Blending Literature, Writing, and Field Experience

How can we expect students to be stewards of
an environment from which they are becoming
increasingly isolated? Students learn about the
environment within the framework of their science
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classes, but they can also experience the conflicts,
joys, and responsibilities of being part of the natural
world through story and poetry. We English
teachers have a privileged position; we can take
students to places through their emotional and
social intelligences as they read literature,
encouraging them to see the natural world as part
of their own story. Let's find ways to use literature
and writing to bring the concerns of the environment
into the classroom.

In one of the most engaging books on the issue
of environmentalism, Last Child in the Woods:
Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder,
Richard Louv discusses the "de-naturing" of child-
hood: "Nature-deficit disorder describes the human
costs of alienation from nature, among them:
diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties,
and higher rates of physical and emotional
illnesses." (34) Louv cites the work of Pulitzer Prize-
winning Harvard scientist and author Edward O.
Wilson, who hypothesized the idea of "biophilia" as
"an urge to affiliate with other forms of life." (44)
Further research supports Wilson's theory that
people have a strong and positive response to
green landscapes, trees, and water. This is an
experience of the environment on a different level,
one that will possibly not be addressed in a biology
class. Itis the experience of nature that is captured
through poetry and journaling and, at some point,
evidenced through thoughtful policy-making and
stewardship.

Field experiences can, however, come with
their own set of very real challenges. Some
administrators may balk at encouraging them; in
some cases, the school policies may seem unclear.
Another obstacle to field experience is that it
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requires us to operate differently from our inside
classroom management. Scheduling our classes
outside of the building is often daunting. For every
obstruction to field experiences, however, there is
an equal number of benefits. Field experiences
change the climate of your classroom almost
immediately and have a lasting effect. This is why
the end-of-the-year-only "celebratory" field experi-
ence represents a sadly missed opportunity, in my
opinion. Field experiences should also not sub-
stantially add to your work load if you are willing to
let students do some of the planning and imple-
mentation in age-appropriate ways. Not all field
experiences have to look like the traditional model:
a platoon of students on a yellow bus. Some of your
experiences might be assigned observations, single
class "walk-outs," etc. Most importantly, field
experiences, and the literature and writing that
pertain to the "field,” will energize your classroom
and provide students with experiences of the
natural world that are authentic and powerful.

There are many ways to bring the environment
into your classroom and your classroom into the
environment. Ultimately, the literature that inspires
you as a teacher is the best place to start. | have
found pieces of American literature useful to me. |
will share the ways | have used them in my class-
room, along with the type of field experience that
they encourage.

Poetry
Individual Student Observation

Walt Whitman's "When | Heard the Learn'd
Astronomer”

| have used this poem many times as a way to
begin the year. Whitman's notion of the value of
observation and experience over instruction and
information is a great way to ignite discussion in the
classroom on the very first day. Because Whitman
specifically uses nature as his tool to do this, it is
the perfect way to introduce this theme. Students
have just experienced the end of their summer; they
have an investment in this topic. This is a great
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