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Natural Connections: An Environmentally Conscious Program

With the talk of hydrogen fuel cells, alternative resources, oil depletion, environmental degradation, global warming, and overpopulation it is hard to ignore the “environment.” There seems to be a barrage of authors and academic writers who speak of the “end of oil,” depletion of all our natural resources, a pending catastrophe, and the point of no return. Despite the differences between the various authors that inhabit the environmentalist field it is becoming near impossible to deny the close ties human existence shares with the environment. As Hawken, Lovins, and Lovins state, “human beings already use over half the world’s accessible surface freshwater, have transformed one-third to one-half of its land surface...and appropriate more than two-fifths of the planet’s entire land-based primary biological productivity” (Hawken 8). The global population continues to grow, hitting 6.4 billion in 2005, as developing nations in Asia continue to expand
. From all of this it is becoming apparent that humanity plays an integral role with environment.

In The Allocation and Distribution of Resources Mark Sagoff explains how people have both a consumer “preference map” as well as a “citizen” map. According to Sagoff there is a “conflict within us” (Sagoff 140) and much like Wendell Berry points out in “The Ecological Crisis as a Crisis of Character” with the Sierra Club example, people often take contradicting actions (Wendell 18). However, while people may have an inherit moral belief towards what is environmentally sound or not, as Sagoff suggests (Sagoff 139), it is important that the future generations become more aware of the environment. If we are to really take to heart teachings of Sagoff, we see that educating the future generations is an ethical duty we have. If we are to show “a concern about the character of the future itself,” (Sagoff 139) education seems a vital role. 

Environmental Consciousness 

Humans, since the comings of industrial revolution and so on, have developed a method which shows little concern for the environment. While not until recently in history, the coming of “apocalyptic narratives” that spurred the environmentalist movement we are familiar with today
, little thought of environment was present. However, today it is becoming more and more apparent that the environment plays a very important role in human existence and it is time for a more environmentally conscious society.
The concept and definition of “environmental consciousness” is a hard and complex topic. Many different universities, organizations, and authors define the term, or a term of similar meaning in context, many different ways. To confuse the matter even more, these terms often find themselves in various contexts, from economical to educational, which leads to a widely disagreeing set of environmental consciousnesses. However, in this particular case of education, environmental consciousness is defined as the ability to consider the consequences actions have towards the environment and how the environment in turn affects human society. Another way of thinking about this is as a circular flow of actions. As Hawken, Lovins, and Lovins explain, rather than thinking about people using the environment or people destroying the environment in a linear fashion (Hawken 7), we need to move towards a circular model where humans are an integral part with environment (Hawken 18).  

However, even in the academic community there are differences in what is meant by environmental consciousness. At Carnegie Mellon, for example, there is a great deal of effort going into making the university into a more environmentally friendly place
. The university even has a list of its top ten environmental goals
. However, there definition of environmental consciousness, or “environmental literacy,” follows a slightly broader focus and ethical context. Environmental literacy not only involves the connection of humanity and environment but also the ability of “synthesis, evaluation, and ultimately sound and informed decision making” as well as “ethical dimensions” (“Luce…” 1). The idea of ethical and intelligent synthesis is also apparent in CMU’s ongoing effort for “greening classes” (“Luce…” 1) which began in 2004. 

Though the environmental consciousness decided at CMU is working to desired standards based on last years report (“Luce…”), all portions of the term are not needed. In an educational setting, it can be assumed that one of the goals taken on by any institution, high school or other, is to make students think critically about situations, synthesizing their knowledge to make a decision. Furthermore, without getting into the deep philosophical debate of ethics, the assumption that ethical and moral values are derived from a synthesis of knowledge learned and experienced is not too far removed. Thus, for the purpose of education discussion, the focused definition of environmental consciousness provided is satisfactory.

Natural Connections: Outline

To bring the needed environmental consciousness to future generations, a high school “green” program is suggested entitled Natural Connections. The goal of the program is to offer a few supplemental courses that focus on teaching students to be environmentally conscious. To achieve this, courses will be developed to explore the importance the environment has on human society as well as what can be done become a more environmentally oriented species. Being a series of green courses, the classes should be designed to conform to the NAAEE standards
. 
Following are general descriptions of two courses that the program would consist of, some possible texts that would be covered, and how they work toward environmental consciousness:

Course: Introduction to Environmental Connections

This is the first introductory course in the program. The purpose is to introduce some basic concepts of the connections humanity has towards the environment. To do this, the course would use David Orr’s The Problem of Sustainability as an initial explanation of how dependent society is on the environment and how society is stuck. A good companion or perhaps substitute to this would be Orr’s chapter “None So Blind: The Problem of Ecological Denial” to make clear the importance of the environment to society. Furthermore, Hawken, Lovins, and Lovins’ book on Natural Capitalism would be discussed as means to illustrate not only how connected society is to the environment, but also a possible solution to the current economic tendency of neglecting nature.

Course: Energy Technologies

Energy Technologies focuses on connecting two ends: how society depends on the environment and how society can use the environment more productively, completing the circular flow. The primary text behind this course is Cradle To Cradle: Remaking theWay We Make Things by William McDonough and Michael Braungart. In addition, various articles on oil depletion, such as work from Deffeyes, should be included to teach students how dependent we are on the environment, complementing the knowledge gained from Introduction to Environmental Connections. 

Feasibility and Implementation

Though the overarching goal is to have future generations understand the connection they have to the environment--helping them understand new ways of looking at the world in hopes of combating the problems of sustainability Orr explains (Orr, problems of sustainability)--through environmental consciousness, the actual adoption of the program may initially be limited. An additional program with a few additional courses required throughout the four years of high school might not appeal to many students as well as high school faculty. With the increasing demand on high schools and additional educational programs, such as Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate, it seems reasonable that yet another program would seem difficult and time consuming to adopt. 

Initially, the Natural Connections program might appear first in the more academically gifted high schools of the nation. For example, the California high school, Troy High School, has a similar program focused on technology referred to as Troy Tech [http://www.troyhigh.com]. The program is supplemental to the normal graduation requirements and requires students to take a certain number of electives that expose them to the world of computers and technology [http://www.troyhigh.com/]. Though it is a local program offered only at Troy High School, a parallel can be made with Natural Connections. The program may find a home in the top ranked schools of the nation where students would be more willing to learn than others.

Furthermore, the program would not only be beneficial to the students for the reasons already outlined but also would allow them to have a more competitive edge for college admissions. Though this is not the purpose of the Natural Connections program, as college admission become more and more competitive, a student who has completed the program may look more attractive to various colleges and universities than others
.
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