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T I P S for Enoironmental Education ond lnterpretation . . .

Coordinating Science and 0ther Subjects
Hrr,m.r Ross Russrr"r-

In 1968 when concerned citizens were fighting to save

lamaica Bay from draining, dumping and developrnent as an
extension of New York City's Kennedy Airport the only statis-
tics available were from marine studies made undcr the direc-
tion of Maxwell Cohen at Far Rockaway High Scl.rool. Those
statistics presented by Mr. Cohen and his students were tre-
mendously important in turning the tide so that the area u,as
finally set nside in 1972 as a paft of Gateway National Recrea-
tion area and Gateway National Wildlife Refuge.

At about the same time students at the Thomas School in
Rowayton, Connecticut, discovered that the marshland that
they were using as an outdoor laboratory under the direction
ol American Nature Study Societv member', Jov Lee, rvas
soon to be filled unless a bill then in the legislature could be
passed. Since the Save the Marshlands committee had been
trying to have this kind of legislation passed for ten years the
outlook was not hopeful; but Mrs. Lee and her students rolleC
rrp their sleeves ancl went to work. They formed a club called
PYE - Protect Your Environmerrt, sold PYE buttons to raise
money, collected signatures on petitions, enlisted the interest
and help of other schools all over the state, cooperated with
a-dult groups, attended legislative hearings, and ffnally saw
"their bill" passed. AJter that they turned their attention to
sr,reing that the law was enforced since the first reaction of
w'oul.d-be developers \'vas to ignore the legislation and to go
lihead with plans.

In each of these instances a science unit started by an en-
thusiastic teticher so caught the imagination of students that
they became deeply involved. In each instance the project
went far beyond the laboratory. To a large extent the resource
people who provided additional guidance trnd knowledge in
fighting legal-political battles were persons outside the school.

,Sometimes the development of an inter-disciplinary unit
involves two or more teachers withir-r a school. Last fall Frances
Lamey Ludwig, n new ANSS member, starteC a science unit
on food and nutrition with her eighth graders in Lexington
(Mrissachusetts) High School. At the same time the social
studies teacher was dealing with the topic of world hunger.
Obviously, combining their efforts was going to make both
r.iasses more meaningful. Together they sponsored Hunger Dav
and culminated it with a hunger banquet.

The idea of a hunger banquet originated in California
under Jerry Conway. Nter 24 hours of fasting students were
taken to the gym for a "banquet." The first persol in line re-
ceived a plate heaped with rice and chicken anC gravy. The
recond person received only rice. The third an empty plate.
Each group of three went through this pattern. It is not hard
to imagine the protests of the second and third "banqueter,"
as they were told to "move along," "sorry that's how it is,"
"there's none for you." Nol the dramatic realization of what
the world food picture is like for all concerned.

These three projects were unusual experience for they
provided the lealners (students and teachers) with a feeling
of worth anC accomplishment. They also provided a base for
future activities: The Thomas School moved into the aretr of
law enforcement and administrntion; at Lexington students are

SPRING, 1975

conducting a questionnaire at the cafeteria on food habits and
r-Lttitudes trnd spearheading a school project of dessertless
WednesCays (on an individual basis) 1o-raise 9300 for the
CABE food program.

These are obvious exciting gains but of equal importance is
i. new feel for science itself.

Humans have always looked on science with a kind of awe.
lrro:n lhe days of witch doctors, medicine men and prophets
to E-MC2 science has been a thing apart, something too sacred
or much too difficult for "the average person." Even today
many teachers shy away from teaching it-; kids often think of
it as a magical thing where you put two chemicals together
anC get an explosion or at least i lot of foam and Jcolor
change; and laymen look on it as a magical solution or a
l''icked force. Yet science, by definition, is simply the accumu-
lation of knowledge about the Universe and- our techniques
for discovering this knowledge.

What happens with that knowledge is the responsibilitv of
citizens. Increasingly we realize that change occurs through
political action, and through presentations of the mass medla.
People who care need to know techniques of communication,
lnd they need to know facts.

The best trained ecologists have an inter-disciplinary edu-
cation in the many brarrches of science and in mathematics.
It they are-going to be effective agents of change they also
nee_d a background in economics, sociology and-psvchologv,
rrnd- some college and university programi are stieising this
k-inC- 9f preparation. Since we are aware that every citizen
should be an ecologist at heart the questions are how do we
strtcture this kind of education? What topics lend themselves
to this?

Structuring lnterdisciplinory or Multidisciplinory Prolects

Elementary teachers in self-contained classrooms have the
crpportunity to carry on many multi-disciplinary activities.
flnits often involve reading, social studies, current events,
language arts and art, and sometimes mathematics, science
and music.

Actually the limiting firctor in elementary school is often
the teacher's lack of scientific knowledge.

Pre-service and in-service courses can be extr.emely help-
ful in training teachers to obtain and use much of the avail-
able material. A school library file or a ffle in a teacher's
l'oom can be a tremendous asset. A file of resource persons
r:nC potential field trips can do a great deal to assist teachers.
This file should contain names, distances, strong points, prcb-
lems, age range, cost, etc. Teachers using the resource s[ould
add speciffc comments so that the informntion is as inclusive,
up-to-dnte, and meaningful as possible.

_ Secondary school multidisciplinary programs generally in-
volve several teachers, or are carried on outside of school
hours once the initial research is done in the science class.

Sometimes we are so protective of our territory or our
prestige tirat we are reluctant to share honors. I lecently lis-

11



tened to a young man in the audience of a conference where
ileveloping progiams to attack urban problems was being dis-
cussed-say-, "We ha,re a really gooC science Program but,social
studies don't do anything. I think that it is disgracef,ul with
all the social and ffnancial aspects that tLrcy ignore all these
lopics. Tlwy have plenty of material to turn to-but they lst

I wondered how much efiort had been put into making "we"
anC "them" into "us." Sometimes we enjoy being the good
guy and we aren't too arxious to share honors.

Perhaps the ffrst step is reaching out. Sitting down in-the
cafeteria ivith orre or mole of "them" and breaking down bar-
riers, even asking for advioe. Once the concrpt of te-am work
takes hold there's real enjoyment from sharing headaches as

well as ideas and successes,

Scheduling may present problems in secondary school but
again if two or more teachers are working together they can

oi't", "o-" 
up with imaginative solutions and, of course, if

tl'rey can hooi< their administrator no problems tlre unsur-
rnountable.

Maxwell Cohen is now principal of Beach Channel High
School in Brooklyn. This school with the ocean in its front
yard collects all 

'its 
biological specimens from the sea, has

Llectives in marine biology and ecology, takes apart and re-
pairs boats in shop classei, studies marine laws, finds a lot of
ieading and writing to do in this area for English -anC 

So-cial

Studiei, along with studies of current marine problems like
pollution, depletion, international relationships.

It is the High School for students in the city of New York
who have an interest in the ocean.

If they are going to be fishermen they will be far ahead;
if they aie going to college to specialize ,in_ marine biologv
they will have an excellent background. If they just become
interested hobbiests they will bring to the polls and to their
community vital knowledge of the many_relationships which
rnust be understood for wise decision making.

Not many schools have the ocean in their front_yard-but
there are equally many topics that can be approached from
nrany angles.

Some ldeos for Multidisciplinory Studies

1. Current events on worlC hunger - food and vitamin test-
ing - study of own food habits - role of 

- 
nitrogen-ffxing

ba-cteria and proteins - plant studies - gardening - raising
money for self-he1p programs.

2. Population - popdation explosions of pigeons, rats, spar-
rois, starlingi. 

-nole of predator and parasite in animal
populations. 

-Role of available food and shelter in- gity
inimals - human populations - removal of checks and bal-
ances - geometric progression.

3. Solid Waste - Many schools have had experience with
cleaning up an area only to have it a -mess 

within days.

Why is- th^e area a *esi? Does it need litter containers?
Does this involve letter writing, visiting city hall, petition-
ing? Is an educational program _needed? M-any block.asso-
ciitions have created islands of beauty in the inner city.

4. Some schools have sponsored vest pocket parks. What kind
of a community study do you need to include in your
petition for the land? How do _you_apprgacfr your loca^l

ftovernment? What about the rocks, the soil, the drainage?
Mapping and surveying? Planning for uses appropriate to
the-users and the site. Letters. Murals.

5. If you have a vest pocket park or a school outdoor labora-

t2

lory, can science anC English classes cooperate in develop-
ing self guiding tours or writing an informative booklet?

6. A High,school at Wykeham Rise, Connecticut located next
to an Indian site, has turned its attention to archeology ur.r-

der the direction of Edmund K. Srvigart. As the class uncov-
ers the various horizons they are reconstructing both the
history and natural history of the area. This has led to a

difierent kind of outdoor laboratory - as they plant areas

of trees and other plants representing the periods thev
unetrrth. It also leads to a greater understanding of the
interdependence of humans and their euvironm-ent-as they
note the way the environment changed as a result of human
habitation and the way humans responded to the chanqes
that they caused and the ones that were natural succession.

7. Actually any InCian study can bring together aspects of
historv and r.ratural history, art, drama, and English.

8. And what of the history,/natural history relationships of the
city or community you live in?

9. Energy - Certainly there is no better place to develop an
undei'standing of energy and matter than in scieuce classes.

Applying that knowledge to city problems like mass trans-
portation, highways, streets, etc. again may involve coop-
eration with courses in civics, urban ecology, mathematics
and law.

10. The Parks Committee of The Bronx Council for Environ-
mental Quality under the leadership of Florence Gallagher,
has invited all students to participate in "Discover a

Park" - studying a city park (preferably near at hand)
and submitting a report including description, history, use
nnd recommendations for improvement. The cotnrnittee sug-
gests that studies could include - biology, geo]ogy, history,
mathematics, photography, mapping, horticulture, report-
ing, creative writing, poetr/, and music. Cash prizes_ are
being ofiered to the three schools submitting_ the best
studies AND even more important, recommendations for
improvement will become the focus of Bronx Council for
Environmental Quality work with the City Department of
Parks in 1975-76. Students will be invited to participate
in the presentation of ideas to the Department of Parks and
to work for their implementation.

Some Sources of Moteriol

Use your school ground as a starting place for moving

science out of the laboratory (or moving the environment into

the laboratory).

Read Mark Terry's, Teaching for Suraiaal, Ballantine

Books, Inc. 1971.

Write to your state department of natural lesources, or
cnnseryation or the environment ani ask for their list of free

iind inexpensive publications. Write to your State Universitv
for their list.

Subscribe to Eco-News, a Young People's Environmental
Irlewsletter', 235 E.49th St., New York, N. Y. 10017.

In New Jersey (multidisciplinary) curricululn based re-

source matedals have been prepared by the New Jersey State
Council for Environmental Education under the direction of
,\NS,S member Edward Ambry. These materials are read out
by a computer after it has been fed the necessary information
on goals of the unit, age of students, subjects involved, etc.

Other states are looking into using these materials,

NATURT. STUDY
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