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M E A N IN G FU L LEAR N IN G : R EC O N C ILIN G  THE TENSIO NS BETW EEN 
CONSTRUCTIVIST AN D  E N VIR O N M EN TALLY  SU STAINABLE

PEDAGOGY

Nancy Van Kannel-Ray, Ph.D.

W estern M ich igan U n ive rs ity , 2005

C ritics  o f constructivism  argue, in  m any ways correctly, th a t th is  

approach to education is  c u ltu ra lly  and environm enta lly dam aging because 

constructivism  may not develop an understanding o f the interdependence 

between the hum an com m unity and the w orld  in  w hich people live . Advocates 

fo r environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy argue the im portance o f 

understanding pa tterns o f th in k in g  th a t a llow  com m unities to live  

sustainably. The purpose o f th is  study is  to resolve the tensions between the 

tw o pedagogical fram ew orks: constructivism  and environm ental 

susta inab ility .

The tensions are resolved in  two ways. F irs t, there are form s o f 

constructivism  th a t a lign  in  viab le ways w ith  the c rite ria  c ritics  argue are 

necessary fo r a sustainable environm ent and w hich derive from  the sem inal 

w ork o f Vygotsky and the sociocultural constructivists. Social constructivism  

a d d ition a lly  aligns w ith  environm enta l su s ta ina b ility  since i t  focuses on the 

shared experience o f a cu ltu re  and the dialogic nature o f in q u iry . Second,
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em erging from  the lite ra tu re  o f environm ental su s ta in a b ility  are the gu id ing 

princ ip les fo r a new pedagogy o f com m unal constructivism . W hat separates 

the em erging process o f com m unal constructivism  from  sociocultura l 

constructivism  and w ha t i t  gains from  environm ental su s ta in a b ility  is  a 

m oral compass. These gu id ing  princ ip les in fo rm  the idea o f responsible 

embeddedness w ith in  a system o f com m unities.
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CHAPTER I
1

IN TR O D U C TIO N

There is  a serious concern among educators th a t the next generation is 

no t going to survive the damage we are doing to the earth, the a ir, and the 

w ater (Bowers, 2003; H utchinson, 1998; O rr, 1994). P a rt o f th a t concern 

involves the ways pedagogical practices have contribu ted to hu m an ity ’s 

invo lvem ent in  environm enta l degradation. Since a constructiv is t fram ew ork 

is  one o f the most accepted approaches to education (Fensham, 1992), th is  

research w ill exam ine constructiv is t pedagogy and its  re la tionsh ip  to 

environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy. W hat is  constructivism ? W hat is  its  

in te lle c tu a l genealogy? W hat are the pa tterns o f th in k in g  th a t flow  from  th is  

theory? M ost im p o rta n tly , does constructiv is t pedagogy help or h u rt 

environm enta l susta inab ility?

According to the lite ra tu re , constructivism  is  “the most conspicuous 

psychological in fluence on cu rricu lum  th in k in g  ...since 1980” (Fensham,

1992, p.801). The N a tio na l Board fo r Professional Teaching Standards refers 

to constructiv is t tenets in  its  core propositions. The propositions re fe r to 

issues o f constructing knowledge, issues o f teachers b rin g in g  th e ir own 

knowledge to student lea rn ing , and suggestions o f u tiliz in g  problem-based 

lea rn ing  to help students’ understanding o f content (NBPTS, 2004).
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Moreover, there are a grow ing num ber o f state educational agencies, 

in c lu d in g  New York, C a lifo rn ia , and K entucky, th a t have selected 

constructivism  as the preferred pedagogical m ethod (Brooks and Brooks, 

1993). Because o f its  cu rren t po pu la rity , constructivism  has “insp ired  reform  

at a ll levels o f the educational system” (Simpson, 2002, p. 347).

A lthough there are various in te rp re ta tions, constructivism  is  generally 

considered a theory o f lea rn ing  w hich has pedagogical im p lica tions in  w hich 

the student constructs h is/her own understanding about life  by m aking 

m eaning o f h is /her own experiences in  re la tion  to h is/her cu rren t leve l o f 

lea rn ing  (Brooks &  Brooks, 1993). Moreover, the role o f the teacher is  to 

fa c ilita te  the process o f m eaning-m aking between the student(s) and the 

cu rricu la  and to help correct any m isunderstandings (B runde tt &  Silcox, 

2000). A t the heart o f constructiv is t theory is  the notion o f fu e lin g  a 

compassionate connection between the student and the cu rricu lum  in  order 

to make lea rn ing  personally m eaningfu l to the student. “Each in d iv id u a l 

m ust construct a personal understanding” o f a p a rticu la r idea by 

p a rtic ip a tin g  in  the educational conversation, by d irect in q u iry , and by 

m aking connections between ideas being explored and the in d iv id u a l’s 

personal life  experiences (D uckw orth, 1996, p. 58).

On the other hand, Bowers (2004) argues th a t constructiv is t pedagogy 

may be c u ltu ra lly  and environm enta lly dam aging since i t  may not help 

students develop an understanding o f the interdependence between the
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3
social w orld  and the environm enta l w orld  in  w hich people live . In  organized 

and e xp lic it ways, the constructiv is t perspective may no t offer a venue fo r 

lea rn ing  about the com plexities o f com m unal re la tionships and 

in te rgenera tiona l social responsib ility . In  other words, cu rren t practices o f 

constructivism  m ay not move the student th rough la rger social layers o f 

re la tionsh ip  between se lf and fa m ily , between se lf and im m ediate 

com m unity, and between se lf and la rg e r com m unity in c lu d in g  the hum an, 

ecological, and bio logical com m unities o f w hich we are a p a rt (Bowers, 2001). 

To do th a t, the personal m ust be guided tow ard an understanding o f the 

com munal. The idea o f the in d iv id u a l responsible only to se lf and se lf 

in te re s t m ust be transform ed to the idea o f social responsib ility  w ith in  a 

context o f com m unity. Th is social responsib ility  includes an understanding 

o f how we are connected to one another and interconnected to the ecology o f 

the w orld  in  w hich we live , in c lu d in g  how w hat we do and how we liv e  affects 

th a t w orld  fo r the com ing generations.

Bess (2003) posits th a t “we are deeply w ired ...to  form  concepts about our 

surroundings, and then to take action, m aking tangib le  adjustm ents in  the 

re a lity  th a t confronts us out there, u n til i t  conforms more closely w ith  our 

ideas” (p.282). He argues th a t th is  constructiv is t paradigm , w hich focuses on 

the in d iv id u a l ra th e r than  com m unity, m ust be sh ifted  i f  hu m an ity  is  going 

to not only lea rn  about liv in g  w ith in  the social w orld  in terdependently bu t 

also susta inab ly w ith in  the environm ent in  order to stem the ris in g  tide  o f
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4
environm enta l degradation. Th is degradation includes e lim in a tin g  “the 

production o f h a rm fu l effluents” such as “greenhouse gases” and 

“a g ricu ltu ra l chemicals” (p. 231). A nother way fo r th in k in g  about 

environm enta l issues on the rise include the jux taposition  o f such concepts as 

“re frige ra to r and ozone hole or autom obile and global w arm ing” (p. 233).

In  a s im ila r vein, Bowers (2001) argues fo r an eco-justice pedagogy by 

discussing the re la tionsh ip  between constructiv is t pa tterns o f th in k in g  th a t 

are im p lic it in  the pedagogy as a lin k  to m oral re la tiv ism . Such pa tte rns o f 

th in k in g , Bowers argues, may re su lt in  con tribu ting  to environm enta l 

degradation. For example, Dewey (1959) tends to focus on constructing 

solutions to problem s in  the present moment, w hich is  consistent w ith  

cu rren t constructiv is t pedagogy. F u rthe r, Dewey (1959) has suggested th a t 

“tru e  education comes through the s tim u la tio n  o f the ch ild ’s powers by the 

demands o f the social s itua tions in  w hich he finds h im se lf’ (p. 20). 

Accordingly, “school m ust represent present life ” (Dewey, 1959, p. 2). 

Therefore, when Dewey (1938) w rites about the im po rta n t questions 

education should be asking, he considers “How sha ll the young become 

acquainted w ith  the past in  such a way th a t the acquaintance is  a potent 

agent in  appreciation o f the liv in g  present? (p. 23). Hence, as Dewey (1938) 

w rites about problem  solving, he states “the conditions found in  present 

experience should be used as sources o f problems” (p. 79). In  contrast, Bowers 

has suggested considering the consequences o f problem  solutions fou r
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5
generations ahead. As one specific example o f such an environm enta l 

consequence, Bowers (2001) suggested th a t there is a causal re la tionsh ip  

between a global re liance on fossil fue ls and--despite the increase in  life  

expectancy- an increasing num ber o f premature deaths in  hum ans due to the 

diseases exacerbated by environm enta l degradation. For example, because o f 

“the effects o f environm enta l poisons...cancer in  its  various form s [inc lu d ing  

the doubling o f te s ticu la r cancer] m ay have increased i f  researchers who 

published in  the New England Journal of Medicine in  1986 have rig h tly  

in te rp re ted  th e ir data” (Scheffer, 1991, p.89).

M urphy (1994) has argued th a t constructivism  is  a pedagogy o f personal 

m eaningfulness. As such, a lea rne r’s understanding o f subject m a tte r is 

filte re d  through h is /her own personal experiences, cognitive processes, and 

p rio r knowledge bases. U sing such a personal and c u ltu ra l base as a filte r  

fo r m aking m eaning may, in  the end, have learners b u ild in g  content 

scaffolding on in te rp re ta tio ns ra th e r than  on the existence o f facts, in  the 

p ragm atis t sense (B urningham  &  Cooper, 1999). In  other words, 

constructiv ists believe they in te ra c t w ith  events occurring in  the n a tu ra l 

w orld  and, w h ile  in te ractin g , develop th e ir own understanding o f these 

events. Th is understanding is  filte re d  th rough th e ir personal experience and 

c u ltu ra l understandings.
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The Im portance o f M ean ing fu l Learn ing 

D o ll (2002) believes th a t engaging students in  m eaningfu l activ ities  is  at 

the heart o f m any pedagogical theories and supports the idea th a t students 

lea rn  best when th a t lea rn ing  is  personally m eaningfu l to th e ir lives. 

Cognitive theorists are also clear about the s ign ifica n t ro le m eaning-m aking 

plays in  the lea rn ing  process (Caine &  Caine, 1990).

W ithou t the creation o f an educational environm ent th a t addresses 

lea rn ing  th a t is  o f personal in te re s t to the learner, Sylwester (1995) believes, 

long term  lea rn ing  is  no t lik e ly  to happen. In  th is  sense lea rn in g  is  defined 

as “a complex process... consisting o f in te rn a lly  constructed understandings 

o f how [one’s] w orld  functions” (Brooks &  Brooks, 1999, p. v iii) . In  other 

words, m eaningfulness plays a personal and em otional ro le in  the lea rn ing  

process. Em otion is  w ha t “drives a tten tion ” w hich is c ritic a l fo r problem  

solving, th in k in g , and long-term  memory storage (p. 72). A d d itio n a lly , not 

on ly does lea rn in g  need to be o f em otional in te rest, b u t i t  also needs to 

challenge the student in te lle c tu a lly  in  a n u rtu rin g  environm ent in vo lv in g  a 

tru s tin g  re la tionsh ip  between teacher and student. Fo llow ing a period o f 

intense lea rn ing , the student then needs to have tim e fo r re flection  in  order 

to give the b ra in  tim e to in tegra te  the new knowledge in to  h is /her cu rren t 

m ental s tructu re  (Caine &  Caine, 1990; Sylwester, 1997). Personally 

m eaningfu l lea rn ing  from  a cognitive lea rn ing  perspective, then, is  defined as 

lea rn ing  th a t is  o f em otional in te re s t to  the student, is  in te lle c tu a lly
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7
challenging, occurs in  a safe educational environm ent, and allows tim e fo r 

new lea rn ing  and tim e fo r re flection.

“T ransform ative lea rn ing  theory” supports the effectiveness o f 

personally m eaningfu l lea rn ing  (M ezirow, 1998). This theory focuses on the 

lea rner being em otionally engaged and in te lle c tu a lly  challenged. There is  a 

difference in  personally m eaningfu l lea rn ing  as defined through the 

perspectives o f transfo rm ative  lea rn ing  theory and cognitive theory. The way 

to engage the lea rner is  to fa c ilita te  the student m aking m eaning o f h is / her 

experience th rough a discourse th a t focuses on c ritic a l se lf re flection . Th is 

“involves the c ritiq u e  o f a prem ise upon w hich the learner has defined a 

problem ” (M ezirow, 1998, p .185). W hile  cognitive theory is  concerned w ith  

designing environm ents th a t p rim a rily  trig g e r em otional responses and 

tends to be reactive, “transfo rm ative  theory” is  concerned w ith  designing 

environm ents th a t p rim a rily  trig g e r c ritic a l se lf-reflection proactive ly as p a rt 

o f the transfo rm ative  process o f lea rn ing  (Caine &  Caine, 1990; M ezirow , 

1998).

“G estalt lea rn ing ” perspective views lea rn ing  as the a b ility  to have 

acts o f in s ig h t. Learn ing, then, is  the opposite o f analysis in  th a t i t  is  about 

creating “m eaningfu l pa tterns or organized wholes” (P h illip s  &  Soltis, 1998, 

p. 35). Personally m eaningfu l lea rn ing  in  th is  sense is  defined as the moment 

o f recognition, when the lea rne r has made an in te lle c tu a l connection among 

pa tte rns and discerned the whole (P h illip s  &  Soltis, 1998). M .C. Bateson
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(1994) describes th is  type o f m eaningfu l lea rn ing  as a k in d  o f com ing home. 

She states, “each new recognition o f pa tte rn , each appropriated s k ill, could 

offer a moment o f homecoming, b u ild in g  tow ard an understanding and a 

capacity to pa rtic ipa te  in  a complex social and b io logical w orld ” (M.C. 

Bateson, 1991, p. 24).

C onstructivism  and Personally M ean ing fu l Learn ing 

C onstructiv is t lea rn ing  theory includes the idea o f personally re levant 

lea rn ing  as essential fo r m eaningfulness (Brooks &  Brooks, 1999). Each 

person has a m enta l construction, a model o f how the w orld  operates, and 

how va ry in g  in fo rm a tion  fits  in to  th a t model o f the w orld . Th is construct has 

been b u ilt out o f the lea rne r’s experiences. I t  is  through th is  life  experience 

th a t w hat-is-being-learned is  filte re d .

Dewey (1897/1959), one o f the foundationa l theorists from  w hich 

constructivism  evolved, believed th a t the way education m ust happen is 

through fin d in g  the in te re s t o f the student and then uncovering a strategy or 

developing an educational environm ent fo r cap ita liz ing  on th a t in te rest. I t  is 

im p o rta n t to fin d  w ha t w ill hook the student in to  the lea rn in g  process on a 

personally m eaningfu l level. As Dewey states, “the ch ild ’s own in s tin c ts  and 

powers fu rn ish  the m a te ria l and give the s ta rtin g  p o in t fo r a ll education” (p. 

20). N ot only d id  Dewey believe th a t the ch ild ’s in te rests provide the
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9
m a te ria l fo r the cu rricu lum , b u t he also believed th a t the cu rricu lum  should 

“represent present life ” (p. 22).

In  order to b u ild  a more complete, accurate and complex m enta l model, 

according to constructiv ists, i t  is  im p o rta n t th a t lea rn ing  tap in to  the 

experiences o f the lea rner in  an active, as opposed to passive, lea rn ing  

methodology (M urphy, 1997). To accomplish th is , Vygotsky (1935/1978) 

suggested th a t students active ly engage in  th e ir learn ing . From  a 

constructiv is t perspective, students’ personal experiences become 

incorporated in to  th e ir lea rn ing  experience. S tudents do no t leave th e ir lives 

outside the classroom door, b u t ra th e r th e ir life  experiences are in v ite d  in to  

the classroom (G rum et &  P inar, 1993). Personally m eaningfu l lea rn ing  is  the 

cata lyst fo r the student to become interested in  m aking connections among 

the student’s life  outside o f the school, the student’s personal in terests, and 

the school cu rricu la . C onstructivism  u tilize s  a pa tte rn  o f th in k in g whereby 

the teacher fa c ilita te s  a connection between the student and content in  order 

to make lea rn ing  personally m eaningfu l (B runde tt &  Silcox, 2000). M eaning 

is  then socia lly constructed. M uch o f th is  social in te raction , as Vygotsky has 

suggested, occurs th rough the use o f language, a sym bolic and c u ltu ra l 

a rtifac t.

Bowers (1993) states th a t i t  is  language th a t th in ks  us, th a t our 

th in k in g  is  hobbled by the words we use and by the sym bolism  o f language. 

The sym bolic tools o f language lim it and define how we th in k . He argues in  a
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s im ila r way th a t K a n t (1787/1996) argued in  Critique of Reason. K a n t’s 

philosophy noted th a t the architecture o f our b ra in  is  a b a rrie r to know ing 

objective re a lity  and th a t the way we perceive and in te rp re t in fo rm a tion  is 

lim ite d  to how our m inds w ork (M clnerney, 1992; K itcher, 1996). S im ila rly , 

language is  a conduit fo r exchanging—sometimes in  h idden and 

m etaphorical ways-- shared c u ltu ra l understandings o f messages and 

meanings. Such epistem ic pa tterns o f meanings influence thought through, 

as an example, the use o f m etaphor. In  b rie f, there is  “se n s itiv ity  in  

re la tionsh ip  between language and thought” (Bowers, 1993, p. 122). As an 

example, im p lic it in  the term  environmental resources is  the m etaphor o f 

resources. Resources are th ings th a t are there fo r a person to use. To 

juxtapose the ecology o f the p lane t w ith  such a term  im p lies th a t the 

environm ent is  p a rt o f w hat we can use fo r w hatever purpose we see f i t  

(Bowers, 2003). In  such ways, language holds w ith in  i t  the messages about 

c u ltu ra l values.

On the other hand, i t  was Jean P iaget (1967/1971) who stated th a t 

“knowledge is  essentia lly construction” (p.362). In  Biology and Knowledge, 

he theorized th a t hum an in te lligence is  actua lly  a “bu rs ting ” o f the k in d  o f 

in s tin c t th a t anim als dem onstrate as they in te ra c t w ith  th e ir environm ents. 

P iaget believed th a t learners acquire knowledge by in te ra c tin g  and adapting 

to  the environm ent.
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The fo llow ing  chapter w ill provide more explanation o f Vygotsky,

Dewey, and P iaget’s theories, a ll o f w hich are foundationa l to constructivism , 

as w e ll as offer an understanding o f constructiv is t pedagogy, how the cu rren t 

discourse has come to be. However, in  sum, in  the sense o f personally 

m eaningfu l lea rn ing , constructiv ists w ould use the fo llow ing  descriptors.

E ssentia l C haracteristics o f C onstructiv is t Pedagogy:
• E m otional in te rest
• Personally re levant
• Social Process
• A ctive Learn ing
• E xp e rien tia l Learn ing

E nvironm enta l S usta in ab ility

In  order to guide the personal tow ard the com munal, how can educators 

understand pedagogy in  term s o f environm enta l susta inab ility?  Th is 

question w ill be addressed in  more depth in  chapter three; however, to 

understand environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy means to understand 

certa in  pa tterns o f th in k in g , w hich fin d  th e ir genesis in  foundationa l 

theorists such as Berm an and Bateson. The he art o f the argum ent Bateson 

(1979) presented in  M ind and Nature addressed the concept o f 

m etacom m unication. Bateson argued th a t in  m etacom m unication, fo r 

example, the “ideas about na tu re ...a re  supported by [one’s] social systems; 

conversely, the social system is  supported by [one’s] ideas o f nature...so th a t 

we are liv in g  in  an enorm ously complex ne tw ork o f m u tu a lly  supporting 

presuppositions” (p. 154).
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An ecological v iew point, according to Bateson (1979), Berm an (1984), 

and Bowers (2001), assumes in d iv id u a ls  are not isolated and independent, 

b u t ra th e r are interdependent. Pedagogy based on th is  fram ew ork would, 

therefore, tend tow ard the h o lis tic  and tow ard com m unity, as opposed to 

Dewey’s (1897/1959) assum ption th a t the in d iv id u a l is  the basic social u n it. 

Bowers (2001) argues th a t Dewey’s view  th a t “the in d iv id u a l as the basic 

social u n it and thus the center o f subjective decision m aking about w ha t is  o f 

im m ediate in te res t” is  problem atic (p. 7). In  Dewey’s (1933) words, “the 

ch ild ’s own in s tin c ts  and powers fu rn ish  the m a te ria l and give the s ta rtin g  

po in t fo r a ll education” (p.20). I f  pedagogues begin to look a t learners’ 

pa tterns o f th in k in g, the question then is  th is : how does a change in  

assumptions about w hat is  the basic social u n it—in d iv id u a l or com m unity— 

influence the learners’ pa tte rns o f th in k in g  or habits o f m ind?

I f  one looks a t the descriptors o f environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy, 

the descriptors m igh t seem a n tith e tica l to constructivism . In  the sense o f 

m eaningfu l lea rn ing , a more environm enta lly sustainable perspective w ould 

use the fo llow ing  descriptors:

Figure 1: Environmentally sustainable versus constructivist pedagogy.

E n v iro n m e n ta lly  
S u s ta in a b le  P edagogy

C o n s tru c tiv is t P edagogy

Connected to com m unal 
environm enta l in te rests

Connected to personal 
em otional in terests

Relevant to com m unal in te res t Relevant to personal in te res t
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Bowers (2004) believes the two pedagogies cannot be reconciled because 

o f constructivism ’s focus on personal m eaningfulness. Yet, by m aking 

e xp lic it th e ir d iffe rin g  po ints o f view , by uncovering some o f th e ir un derly ing  

in te lle c tu a l genealogies and epistemologies, there may be in te rsecting  po ints 

a t w hich each perspective m igh t be able to in fo rm  a more c ritic a l use o f the 

other. M .C. Bateson (1991) stated th a t i t  is  a “model o f lea rn ing  as coming 

home [th a t] can in fo rm  schooling” (p.24). In  th is  sense she was discussing 

the need to “b u ild  tow ard an understanding and a capacity to pa rtic ipa te  in  a 

complex social and b io logical w orld ” (p.24). Here, she is  o ffe ring  a new 

m etaphor fo r lea rn ing  as com ing home. L ike  a ch ild  begins life  w ith  a self- 

centered in te re s t in  h is /her own needs (food, w arm th, love), so can teaching 

begin w ith  personal m eaningfulness. L ike  a ch ild  m atures in to  caring  fo r 

others beyond its  own se lf-in terest, so teaching can connect and extend 

personal m eaningfulness to com m unal and environm enta l m eaningfulness.

The Problem

A lthough constructivism  does address the issue o f personal 

m eaningfulness, some critics , in c lu d in g  Bowers (2001) and Bess (2003), 

argue th a t th is  pedagogical perspective, i f  used u n c ritica lly , may 

ina dve rten tly  con tribu te  to environm enta l problems. C onstructiv ists develop 

solutions to social problems based on in te rp re ta tio ns o f social issues. Such 

in te rp re ta tions are grounded in  personalized m eaning. The solutions th a t
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derive from  th is  grounding m ay not consider the im pact on fu tu re  

generations or diverse cu ltu res and com m unities outside o f one’s 

personalized m eaning-m aking (Bowers, 2004). By focusing on teaching from  

the in d iv id u a l’s experiences and personal in terests, a student’s m enta l 

models may not move beyond the personal in te rests and the in te rests o f th e ir 

p a rticu la r social group in  order to include an understanding o f oneself w ith in  

a la rger view  o f com m unity and w ith in  a global and b io log ica lly 

interdependent context. C onstructivism  overemphasizes the notion o f 

in d iv id u a lism . The h is to rica l context o f psychological constructiv ism  has 

emphasized, through P iaget and Vygotsky, an epistemology regard ing how 

an individual constructs knowledge w ith in  the architecture o f h is /her 

cognitive structures and the m ediating influences o f social com m unities. 

A lthough constructiv is t pa tterns o f th in k in g  may be m ediated by social and 

cu ltu ra l influences, the focus is  on in d iv id u a l experiences and solutions to 

problems th a t derive from  an in d iv id u a l perspective ra th e r than  a 

com m unity-centered focus. A  com m unity centered p o in t o f view  w ould p u t 

the com plexities o f com m unity re la tionsh ip  in to  p rim a ry  focus. Thus, 

constructiv is t pa tte rns o f th in k in g  tend to ignore “an e xp lic it understanding 

o f re la tionships and processes, an embodied knowledge o f com m unity 

re la tionsh ips and the ecology o f place, and an awareness o f the layered 

na ture  o f the interdependencies o f life -su s ta in in g  processes” (Bowers, 2001, 

p. 152).
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C onstructiv is t hab its  o f m ind  can become problem atic when try in g  to 

resolve issues th a t ca ll fo r solutions in vo lv in g  global, com m unity, and 

in te rgenera tiona l awareness when the pa tterns o f th in k in g  being tau gh t are 

based on assum ptions o f in d iv id u a lity , and solving the present moment 

problem  (Dewey, 1897/1959) w ith o u t p rim a ry  consideration o f consequences 

fou r generations ahead (Bowers, 2001). An in te rgenera tiona l connection 

promotes pa tte rns o f th in k in g  th a t ensure a q u a lity  o f life  fo r present and 

fu tu re  generations, w hich “preserves the best o f the past and contributes to 

the w e ll being o f fu tu re  generations” (Bowers, 2003, p. 164). Such a 

connection helps students to understand th a t th e ir “ideas, values, and self- 

id e n tity ” are no t derived from  only personal choice, b u t ra th e r are “nested in  

a complex ne tw ork o f re la tionsh ips and systems” th a t include the cu ltu res 

and tra d itio n s  o f the past (p. 167). F u rthe r, th a t we have a respons ib ility  to 

the fu tu re  to balance present needs w ith  long standing tra d itio n s ; otherw ise, 

we m igh t re ly  on the short sighted needs o f the present moment.

Research Questions 

G iven the cu rren t discourse on environm enta l sus ta inab ility , how can 

constructivism  and environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  in fo rm  each other in  order 

to help hum an ity  survive environm enta l degradations? W hat p a rt do these 

pedagogical epistemologies have to p lay in  the destruction or su rv iva l o f the 

environm ent? As has been noted, constructiv ism  and environm enta lly
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sustainable pedagogy both have d iffe rin g  in te lle c tu a l genealogies. Both have 

d iffe rin g  epistem ic dimensions. Yet, both share a pedagogy o f 

m eaningfulness. C onstructivism , however, emphasizes personal, in d iv id u a l 

m eaningfulness, w h ile  environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy values 

com munal, environm enta l m eaningfulness. A t w hat po in ts o f m eaning and o f 

purpose can the two pedagogies intersect?

Connecting Personal to Comm unal Learn ing 

Teaching fo r m eaningfulness in  term s o f a more environm enta lly 

sustainable constructiv is t fram e can in fo rm  a more c ritic a l understanding o f 

how to fa c ilita te  lea rn ing  th a t is  both deeply connected to personal in te rests 

and interconnected to com m unal in terests. F u rthe r, i t  can in fo rm  

educational reform  th a t concerns its e lf w ith  asking questions, b u ild in g  

values, and affecting conscience (O rr, 1994). U nderstanding constructivism , 

in c lu d in g  its  lim ita tio n s , is  a step tow ard p ractic ing  th is  pedagogy w ith  a 

more c ritic a l awareness, w hich is  an in it ia l step tow ard overcom ing its  

lim ita tio n s .

M ean ing fu l lea rn in g  th a t moves beyond the personal and in d iv id u a l 

w ould invo lve, as Bowers (2001) has stated, m aking connections to 

com m unity, strengthen ing the q u a lity  o f life  in te rge ne ra tion a lly , developing 

an awareness o f the ecology o f place and the interdependencies o f liv in g  

w ith in  com m unity. For the in d iv id u a l, personally m eaningfu l lea rn ing ,
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p a rtic u la rly  from  a constructiv is t perspective, m ay lack com m unal awareness 

because o f a pedagogical pa tte rn  o f th in k in g  th a t overemphasizes the notion 

o f in d iv id u a lism  and a lack o f in te rgenera tiona l re la tionships. Reconciling 

constructivism  w ith  environm enta l su s ta inab ility , a discussion o f w hich is 

addressed in  chapter five , may am eliorate the “eneu ltu ra ting  ro le played by 

schools (and other in s titu tio n s ) in  reproducing ecologically problem atic 

values, a ttitudes, and behaviors across generations” (H utchinson, 1998, p. 2). 

Instead, a reconciled pedagogy could teach an “e xp lic it understanding o f 

re la tionsh ips and processes, an embodied knowledge o f com m unity 

re la tionsh ips and the ecology o f place, and an awareness o f the layered 

na ture  o f the interdependencies o f life -su s ta in in g  processes” (Bowers, 2001, 

p. 152). C onstructivism , according to B urn ingham  and Cooper (1999), offers 

the in te lle c tu a l fle x ib ility  to look a t cu rren t issues, in c lu d in g  environm enta l 

problems, and construct the problem s in  ways th a t focus on solutions to these 

issues.

Connecting lea rn in g  by using personally m eaningfu l/re levant 

experiences and/or in te rests is  a com pelling in road in to  the student’s m ental 

construct and a way fo r the teacher to guide student th in k in g . B u t th is  is  

only the beginning. From  a constructiv is t perspective, one is  in  “a continuous 

process o f creating and transfo rm ing  m eaning” (Gergen, 1994, p .245). R ather 

than  focusing only on the lea rne r as free from  the constra in ts o f the past or 

fu tu re , as constructing one’s own re a lity , as the in d iv id u a l unbounded by ties

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



18
to responsib ilities other than  to se lf and/or those se lf imposed, the lea rner 

can also become focused on fostering  a sense o f com m unity and 

in te rgenera tiona l responsib ility . Once the student has been in troduced to the 

in te lle c tu a l scaffolding through constructiv is t pedagogy, the teacher can 

continue to deepen the student’s understanding, h is/her knowledge, and can 

continue to move tow ard a com m unitarian ethos. Education then becomes 

one o f the p rim a ry  venues fo r society to heal and to provide a fu tu re  fo r its e lf 

(H utchison, 1998).

C onstructiv is t pedagogy reconciled w ith  environm enta lly sustainable 

pedagogy can connect the personal to the com munal, w ith  a s ta rt in  

personally m eaningfu l teaching w hich then scaffolds learners’ th in k in g  in to  a 

com m unitarian ethos. F in a lly , by reconciling constructiv is t pedagogy w ith  

environm enta l sus ta inab ility , educators can move pedagogy in to  a d irection 

th a t is  both m eaningfu l and ecologically n u rtu rin g  and begin to fo rm ula te  a 

sustainable educational pedagogy.
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CONSTRUCTIVISM

C onstructivism  focuses on how learners learn. A lthough i t  has evolved 

over tim e, de riv ing  from  “cognitive and developm ental psychology,” i t  has 

only been defined as a theory since the 1980's (NCREL, 2004. p.T). The 

Thesaurus of Psychological Index (2001) defines constructivism  as a 

"theoretica l perspective th a t characterizes perceptual experience and re a lity  

as constructed by the m ind  in  the observation o f the effects o f independent 

actions" (p. 58). The Thesaurus of Sociological Indexing Terms (1999) defines 

constructivism  as "associated w ith  s tru c tu ra lis t psychologist Jean Piaget. 

Refers to the process in  w hich cognition evolves through in te ractio n  o f 

environm ent and subject. D istingu ished by its  focus on psychological and 

epistem ological processes" (p. 51). A d d itio n a lly , the Thesaurus of 

Educational Resources of Information Center Descriptors (2001) defines 

constructivism  as a "v iew poin t in  lea rn ing  theory w hich holds th a t 

in d iv id u a ls  acquire knowledge by b u ild in g  i t  from  inna te  capab ilities 

in te ra c tin g  w ith  the environm ent" (p. 68).
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A  Chronological Context 

T racing the roots o f constructiv ism ’s in te lle c tu a l fa m ily  tree, its  pa tterns 

o f th in k in g  began w ith  the philosophy o f the German, Im m anuel K ant, who 

live d  from  1724-1804 (P h illips , 1995). In  a Critique of Pure Reason, K a n t 

(1787/1996) stated th a t "there can be no doubt th a t a ll our cognition begins 

w ith  experience" (p. 43). In  h is  epistem ological fram ew ork, K a n t was la y in g  

out the structures o f th in k in g  th a t became the basic foundation fo r a 

constructiv is t theory based on knowledge production deriv ing, in  some pa rt, 

from  the experience o f the knowledge producer. K an t argued th a t “ ...a ll my 

presentations in  some given in tu itio n  m ust be subject to the condition under 

w hich alone I  can ascribe them —as my presentations—to the id e n tica l self, 

and hence under w hich alone I  can collate them , as combined syn th e tica lly  in  

one apperception, th rough the un ive rsa l expression I  think” (p. 181). K ant's 

philosophy argued th a t we can only know  re a lity  in  a way th a t the structu re  

o f our m inds can understand it .  I t  is  our b ra in 's  architecture th a t is  a b a rrie r 

to know ing objective re a lity  and th a t the way we perceive and in te rp re t 

in fo rm a tion  is  confined to the lim ita tio n s  o f how our m inds w ork 

(M clnerney,1992; K itcher, 1996). We can never know  the "th in g  in  its e lf' 

(Berm an, 1984, p. 30). That is, we can never know  the "D ing an sich" 

(Berm an, 1984, p. 142). As K a n t (1787/1996) states, knowledge resu lts only 

from  the im pressions th a t our cognitive structures affo rd  us. Thus, K ant's
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fram ew ork rooted the idea th a t knowledge begins w ith  one's own im pressions 

and experience, an idea th a t shaped the constructiv is t landscape.

That ideas are constructs o f the in d iv id u a l m ind w ith o u t a basis in  

re a lity  also flow s from  the w ork o f both Hans V a ih inger and A lfre d  A dler. 

A d le r (1929/1956) speaks about he red ity  as g iv ing  each person certa in  

in h e rite d  characteristics and capabilities. W hat was cen tra l to h is  th in k in g , 

however, was the "use [a person] makes o f them " (p. 207). A d le r fu rth e r 

offered tw o factors th a t in fluence how a person makes use o f h is /her 

in h e rite d  capacity in  order to be successful in  the w orld. Note th a t in  Adler's 

term s, success is  defined as the personal "m eaning we give to our 

experiences" (p. 208). The two influences are the environm ent and social 

re la tionships. The experiences we have are the filte r  through w hich we 

construct personalized and id iosyncra tic m eaning regard ing any given 

s itua tion . A dler's theories are re ferred to as in d iv id u a l psychology. In  th is  

system ic approach to psychology, both the "unconscious as w e ll as the 

conscious are determ ined by subjective values and in terests, a ll o f a social 

orien ta tion , a ll w ith o u t counterpart in  physical re a lity , and in  the la s t 

analysis a creation o f the in d iv id u a l" (Ansbacher &  Ansbacher, 1956, p. 9).

V a ih inger's (1925/1956) theory was know n as "p o s itiv is t idealism " or the 

theory o f "as i f '  (p .78). He posited th a t "the organic function  o f thought" 

occurs th rough a process th a t is  la rge ly  unknow n or "carried  on in  the 

darkness o f the unconscious" (p .78). The product o f th is  unconscious ac tiv ity ,
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i f  th is  a c tiv ity  “enters in to  consciousness” and form ulates in to  coherence, 

becomes a general idea (p. 78). V a ih inger argued fu rth e r th a t general ideas 

were "fic tions," i.e. “constructed from  the unconscious organic process o f 

thought" (p.78). A lthough fic tio n a l thought constructs are not objectively 

re flective o f the rea l w orld  in  a p ragm atis t sense, V a ih inger argued th a t 

these ideas do b rin g  in to  the w orld  a "q u a lity  fa r more im po rta n t fo r ethics 

and aesthetics" (p.78). I t  brought the idea th a t thoughts are subjective and 

have a “personal fram e o f reference” having  m otivations in  the unconscious 

realm  w ith o u t an exte rna l cause. Thus, V aih inger's “as i f '  philosophy offers 

p ractica l purposes regard ing knowledge production in  the expression o f ideas 

fo r ethics and aesthetics, given an awareness o f the subjective na tu re  o f 

knowledge production.

"Through the lin k  o f V a ih inger, we are enabled to appreciate the 

re la tionsh ip  to A d le r...an d  to John Dewey to whom A d le r refers to in  h is 

la te r w ritings"(A nsbacher &  Ansbacher, 1956, p. 87). Dewey's ideas flow  

from  the same philosophical root as V a ih inger and A d le r in  the sense th a t 

"both in te rp re t thought as an a c tiv ity  w hich fu lf ills  the bio logical function  o f 

assisting the organism  to adapt its e lf to its  environm ent (p.87). Moreover, 

D w orkin  (1959) believed th a t th is  ins trum enta lism  o f Dewey was a concept 

th a t emphasized social purpose and p o litic a l action. As D w ork in  discusses, 

th is  view  grew out o f the h is to rica l context o f the 1880's and 1890's, a tim e 

when the U n ited  States saw im m ig ran ts flooding in to  the country, the
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in d u s tria l revo lu tion  in  its  b irth  process, and ra ilroads changing the 

landscape and economy o f the country. O ut o f th is  base emerged Dewey's 

philosophy o f education.

In  Dewey's philosophy o f education, th in k in g  is an in te g ra l component 

to lea rn ing . Dewey (1933) d istingu ished “stream  o f conscious” thought from  

re flective thought, w hich he term ed "chain" or "stream " o f thought in  th a t 

there were "de fin ite  u n its  th a t are lin ke d  together so th a t there is  a 

sustained movement to a common end" (pp. 4-5). A d d itio n a lly , re flective 

th in k in g  is  a construct o f the m ind  in  th a t i t  is  a "m enta l p ic tu re  o f 

som ething not actua lly  present, and th in k in g  is  the succession o f such 

p ictures," b u t w ith  the purpose o f having a re flective conclusion to the chain 

o f thought (p.5).

Reflective th in k in g  leads one, Dewey (1933) argues, to investigate, to 

th in k  th rough a problem atic idea, to fo llow  through the chain o f ideas to the 

log ica l conclusion based on evidence and observation. The m ethod of 

re flective  thought is  "active, persisten t and carefu l consideration o f any b e lie f 

or supposed form  o f knowledge in  the lig h t o f the grounds th a t support i t  and 

the fu rth e r conclusions to w hich i t  tends" (p.9). T h ink ing , then, is  defined as 

"th a t operation in  w hich present facts suggest other facts (or tru th s ) in  such 

a way as to induce b e lie f in  w ha t is  suggested on the ground o f rea l re la tion  

in  the th ings themselves" (p. 12).
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Being able to th in k  re flective ly, w hich Dewey (1933) also re ferred to as 

"in te lle c tu a l th in k in g ," gives hum an ity  the power o f contro l over one’s se lf 

and over others (p. 11). I t  gives contro l and influence to the outcome o f social 

issues, i.e. how an issue is  named, defined, resolved. W ith  control, one can 

exert m eaning and add value to the outcome o f chains o f thought. Dewey 

gives num erous examples; however, most examples dem onstrate th a t there is 

a q u a lita tive  difference in  the m eaning between a person who has expert 

knowledge and one who has novice knowledge o f a p a rtic u la r subject m atter.

F u rthe r, cu rios ity  m otivates re flective th in k in g . Social in te ractio n  can 

excite m o tiva tion  and spur lea rn ing  to more depth by the questions and 

thoughts o f others. Once cu rio s ity  has been in it ia lly  excited, an in te lle c tu a l 

p u rsu it can be more deeply explored through answ ering questions th a t are o f 

personal in te res t to the learner. “The business o f education m igh t be defined 

as an em ancipation and enlargem ent o f [th is  k in d  of) experience" (Dewey, 

1933, p. 202).

A nother dim ension was added to constructiv is t thought when the 

exp lpration o f how knowledge is  c u ltu ra lly  and socia lly in fluenced became a 

p a rt o f the discourse. Dewey "stressed the social na ture  o f knowledge 

construction" (P h illips , 1995, p.9). H is theory gave a strong basis fo r 

understanding th a t lea rn in g  should occur in  a social environm ent in  w hich 

students are engaged in  m eaningfu l activ ities, often solving problems 

(P h illip s  &  Soltis, 1998). Dewey (1959) believed education is  most effective
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when students are personally engaged. As Dewey states, "the ch ild 's own 

ins tin c ts  and powers fu rn ish  the m a te ria l and give the s ta rtin g  p o in t fo r a ll 

education" (p. 20). N ot on ly d id  Dewey believe th a t the ch ild 's in te rests 

should provide the m a te ria l fo r the curricu lum , b u t also he believed th a t 

school should "represent present life " (p. 22).

Dewey (1938) believed d irect in q u iry  was the most effective m ethod fo r 

n u rtu rin g  the ch ild ’s in te lligence, especially experien tia l and active lea rn ing , 

p a rtic u la rly  in  the form  o f a problem  solving approach. Th is is  how Dewey 

believed the ch ild 's in te lligence w ould grow more complex, "th rough the 

continuous process o f reconstruction o f experience" (Dewey, 1938, p. 87).

Th is is  the p rim a ry  m ethod fo r connecting the subject m a tte r to  the ch ild 's 

in te lle c tu a l organ izational s tructure . The function  o f the teacher was to be o f 

help to the student along h is/her educational journey, to have the freedom 

and responsib ility  to teach th e ir own curricu lum , to choose th e ir own texts 

and m ateria ls, and to develop the p rim a l conditions fo r n u rtu rin g  

in te lligence through the use o f the sc ien tific  m ethod or d irect in q u iry , 

methods w hich have become embedded in  constructiv is t thought. For m any, 

"Dewey was the most im po rta n t educational theo ris t o f the tw en tie th  

century" (H all-Q uest, 1963, p .7).

G row ing from  these foundationa l roots, "the key ideas th a t set 

constructivism  apart from  other theories o f cognition was launched about 

s ix ty  years ago by Jean P iaget" (von G lasersfeld, 1996, p .3). Jean Piaget,
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who live d  from  1896-1980, was a Swiss psychologist. A t the tim e P iaget was 

fo rm u la tin g  and w ritin g  h is  theories, educational critics  in  the U n ite d  States 

were ca llin g  fo r reform . They called fo r cu rricu lum  th a t w ould teach ch ild ren  

how to go about the process o f th in k in g  (E lk ind , 1973, p. xxxiv). The ca ll fo r 

educational reform  in  Am erica was sparked by the advent o f S pu tn ik  and the 

search fo r new theories o f lea rn ing . P iaget’s concepts are the opposite o f 

em piricism . In  a tra d itio n a l em pirica l view , the m ind and the body are 

separate. The m ind  sees re a lity  and, m uch lik e  a camera, takes a photograph 

o f re a lity , o f w ha t the m ind  sees. "P iaget argued th a t the m ind  never copies 

re a lity  b u t instead organizes i t  and transform s it ,  re a lity , in  and o f itse lf, 

be ing-as K a n t made c lear-unknow able" (p. xxxv). As P iaget (1967/1971) 

stated, "knowledge is  essentia lly construction" (p. 362). In  Biology and  

Knowledge, he argued th a t hum an in te lligence is  actua lly  a "bu rs ting  o f the 

k in d  o f in s tin c t” th a t anim als dem onstrate as they in te ra c t w ith  th e ir 

environm ents (p. 366). R ather, P iaget believed hum ans organize th e ir 

cognitive capab ilities by acqu iring  knowledge through in te rac tio n  w ith  and 

adaptation to the environm ent, an a b ility  beyond in s tin c t.

As P iaget investigated the in te lle c tu a l development o f ch ild ren, he 

theorized d iffe rin g  and d is tin c t developm ental cognitive levels. According to 

P iaget (1973), the f irs t concrete leve l is  the sensory-motor level. The second 

or preoperational leve l is  d istingu ished by the ch ild 's command o f symbols 

such as language. D u rin g  the th ird  or concrete operational level, the ch ild
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form ulates a b ilitie s  o f reasoning. Then the fin a l or fo rm a l operationa l leve l is  

d istingu ished by the ch ild 's a b ility  a t m etacognition. Thus, th rough h is 

w ork, P iaget was studying "how ch ild ren  lea rn" (E lk ind , 1973, p. xxxiv).

I t  was, however, the research th a t flow ed from  the fin a l fifte e n  years o f 

h is  life  th a t became foundationa l to constructiv ism  (Fosnot, 1996). 

E q u ilib ra tio n  is  the key idea to emerge from  th is  tim e. As Fosnot explains, 

b io logical eq u ilib ra tio n  took a d iffe re n t view  from  both theories cu rren t at 

P iaget's tim e: those o f Lam arck and D arw in . "Behavior drives the evolution 

o f new structures because the development o f new behavior...causes an 

im balance in  the genome, the regu la to ry system o f the genetic structu re . The 

pe rtu rba tion  causes a series o f possib ilities, or m utations to re su lt in  the 

genome. E ven tua lly  a new adaptation to the environm ent is  constructed" 

(Fosnot, 1996, p. 12). Piaget's model o f adaptation flow ed from  K ant's model 

in  th a t i t  gave cen tra l im portance to cognitive structures and in d iv id u a l 

ra tio n a l thought as opposed to the social and h is to rica l influences embedded 

in  the thought process (O’Laugh lin , 1992). According to Fosnot, a "renewed 

in te res t [in  P iaget's w ork] has occurred in  the w ork o f von B e rta lan fly , 

Potonyi and Prigogine as bio logists explore chaos theory and d issipative 

structures (p. 13). U nderly ing  Piaget's theories o f developm ental levels is  h is 

cen tra l idea th a t knowledge does not have an objective, independent re a lity . 

Rather, he offered th a t an in d iv id u a l constructs re a lity  as an adaptive 

function , i.e. as a function  o f b io logical su rv iva l.
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Another dim ension added to the theory o f constructivism  was the idea o f 

hum ans as m eaning-m akers. Th is idea grew from  the w ork o f Jerome 

B runer. A lthough Jerome B runer has been credited w ith  b rin g in g  the ideas 

o f P iaget to the a tten tion  o f Am erican educators, he also b u ilt h is  own w ork 

upon the th in k in g  o f Piaget's theories (E lk ind , 1973). B runer (1992) ta lks  

about the sym bolic structures th a t in d iv id u a ls  u tiliz e  in  the m eaning m aking 

process. B runer is  p a rtic u la rly  concerned th a t m eaning m aking does not 

occur by the in d iv id u a l acting in  iso la tion  b u t ra th e r by an in d iv id u a l acting 

w ith in  a c u ltu ra l com m unity w ith  "shared symbolic systems" and 

"tra d itio n a lize d  ways o f liv in g  and w ork ing  together" (p. 11). Because an 

in d iv id u a l constructs m eaning w ith in  a c u ltu ra l fram ew ork, m eaning 

becomes "pub lic  and shared" (p. 13). Th is m eaning m aking, then, becomes a 

c u ltu ra l way o f know ing. I t  becomes situa ted  w ith in  a com m unal and 

c u ltu ra l context. B runer contends th a t the purpose o f constructiv is t lea rn ing  

is  "to discover and to describe fo rm a lly  the meanings th a t hum an beings 

create out o f th e ir encounters w ith  the worlds, and then to propose 

hypotheses about w hat m eaning-m aking processes were im plica ted. I t  

focuses upon the sym bolic activ ities  th a t hum an beings employed in  

constructing and m aking sense not on ly o f the w orld, b u t o f themselves" (p.

2).

Von G lasersfeld’s va ria tio n  on cognitive constructivism  is  re ferred to as 

rad ica l constructivism . In  th is  branch o f the theory, von G lasersfeld (1996)
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posits th a t there is  no re a lity  other tha n  the one each in d iv id u a l constructs 

w ith in  h is  own m ind. He argues th a t shared m eaning m aking as a re su lt o f 

social in te ractio n  is  no t a true , shared m eaning m aking. R ather, the 

meanings one person grasps about a w ord only overlaps the m eanings 

another has o f th a t w ord a t certa in  cruc ia l po ints o f perception. M eanings, in  

von G lasersfeld's view , are always personally and exp erie n tia lly  constructed.

The sociocultura l dim ension o f psychological constructiv is t thought 

"emphasizes the socia lly and c u ltu ra lly  s itua ted  na ture  o f a c tiv ity " (Cobb, 

1996, p. 34). The pa tte rns o f th in k in g  fo rm ing  the basis o f sociocultura l 

constructivism  grow from  the theore tica l underpinn ings o f a Russian 

psychologist and a contem porary o f Piaget, Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky. Both 

P iaget and Vygotsky were concerned w ith  how the in d iv id u a l lea rner 

constructs h is/her own body o f knowledge. W here Piaget was focused on the 

b io logical and psychological factors th a t in fluenced the in d iv id u a l as she/he 

learned, Vygotsky was concerned w ith  the social factors th a t in fluenced the 

lea rner w h ile  she/he constructed h is/her own body o f knowledge (P h illip s ,

1995). C urren tly , there is  m uch in te res t in  constructiv is t circles regard ing 

Vygotsky's theories. "There is  p a rticu la r in te rest in  V ygotskian orienta tions 

to education th a t stress the re la tionsh ip  o f teacher to student" (Gergen, 2001,

p. 811).

W orking a fte r the Russian Revolution, Vygotsky trie d  to develop a 

"u n ifie d  theory o f hum an psychological processes" (Cole &  Scribner, 1978, p.
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5). P iaget was concerned w ith  "b io log ica lly supported un ive rsa l stages o f 

development," w h ile  Vygotsky was concerned w ith  the "in te ractions between 

changing social conditions" (John-S teiner and Souberman, 1978, p. 123). In  

p a rticu la r, the foundationa l underp inn ing  Vygotksy's theory gave to 

constructivism  is  the notion o f how a learner's cognition changes as a resu lt 

o f social in te ractions du ring  the c u ltu ra l experiences in  w hich the student is 

engaged. In  fact, Vygotsky was the " firs t modern psychologist to suggest the 

mechanism by w hich cu ltu re  becomes a p a rt o f a person's na ture " (Cole & 

Scribner, 1978, p. 6). Vygotsky was one o f the few in  the 1950's who 

pursued "the im pact o f language on the na tu re  o f man as a species" i.e. 

w ith in  a c u ltu ra l system (B runer, 1992, p. 11).

In  M ind and Society, Vygotsky (1930/1978) suggested th a t the preschool 

age ch ild  is  "able to do more than  he can understand" (p. 100). Through h is 

observations and experim entation, he dem onstrated th a t in  the development 

o f the ch ild , experience is  w hat is  im p o rta n t to early cognitive grow th. 

Through play, ch ild ren  explore the re la tionsh ips and practice the sk ills  

necessary to pa rtic ipa te  in  the c u ltu ra lly  and socia lly m ediated a d u lt w orld  

(Vygotsky, 1930/1978). Language is  the vehicle through w hich th is  

development occurs (Vygotsky, 1935/1978).

Vygotsky (1930/1978) fu rth e r asserted th a t "p rio r to  m astering h is  own 

behavior, the ch ild  begins to m aster h is  surroundings w ith  the help o f 

speech" (p. 25). Doing and saying are both p a rt o f the same function  o f
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problem  solving. The more complex the problem , the more necessary using 

language to solve the problem  becomes (Vygotsky, 1930/1978). C h ild ren 

lea rn  to speak to themselves in trape rsonna lly , as they have learned to speak 

to adults, in te rpersona lly . T h e ir in te rn a l speech, therefore, becomes a 

"social" speech (p. 27). Furtherm ore, th is  in te rna lize d  speech has a way o f 

organizing the "socia lizing voice th a t the ch ild  has in te rna lize d  (Vygotsky, 

1930/1978).

These concepts o f language and problem  solving are p a rt o f Vygotsky's 

(1935/1978) theory o f the "zone o f p rox im a l development" (p.84). Th is zone is 

"the distance between the actual developm ental levels as determ ined by 

independent problem  solving and the leve l o f po ten tia l development as 

determ ined th rough problem  solving under a d u lt guidance or in  collaboration 

w ith  more capable peers" (p. 86). W ith in  the zone o f p rox im a l development, i t  

is  o f p rim e im portance to set up an open dialogue between teacher and 

student th a t fa c ilita te s  conversations ra th e r than  sh u ttin g  down 

conversations. In  th is  way, students are encouraged to in te ract, to have a 

voice in  the educational conversation. I t  is  through th is  in te rac tio n  th a t the 

conversation sparks an in te rn a l cognitive s h ift in  the student, and i t  is  th is  

in te rn a l cognitive s h ift th a t encourages the construction o f knowledge in  the 

in d iv id u a l (H ausfather, 1996; Sm agorinsky, 2001).

Vygotksy's w ritin g s  underg ird  constructiv is t pedagogy w ith  several 

foundationa l ideas. I t  is  from  Vygotsky th a t constructivism  draws the idea
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th a t how one ch ild  synthesizes lea rn ing  m ay not be the same as how another 

ch ild  does, because each ch ild  filte rs  th a t lea rn ing  through d iffe ren t 

experiences (Cole &  Scribner, 1978). He explores the idea th a t le a rn in g  is 

socia lly constructed (Vygotsky, 1935/1978). Moreover, he suggests th a t 

ch ild ren  active ly engage in  th e ir lea rn in g  (Cole &  Scribner, 1978).

C urren t Discourse 

P iaget and Vygotsky's theories form  the foundationa l underp inn ings fo r 

constructiv is t lea rn ing  theory (Fosnot, 1996, p. 23). G row ing from  these 

roots, constructiv ism  form ed in to  two d is tin c t branches or schools o f thought: 

cognitive and social constructivism  (O 'Laughlin , 1992; Fosnot, 1996). 

C ognitive constructivism  is  concerned w ith  how a person constructs a body o f 

organized experience and in fo rm a tion  in to  knowledge w ith in  one's 

in te lle c tu a l architecture. Fo llow ing in  the theore tica l foo tp rin ts  o f the w ork o f 

th in ke rs  such as P iaget and Vygotsky, cognitive constructiv ists focus th e ir 

studies on how an in d iv id u a l goes about lea rn ing , i.e. how a person goes 

about constructing a body o f knowledge (P h illips , 1995).

C urren tly , in  cognitive constructivism , there are several key concepts. 

The concept o f adaptation began from  the bio logical context b u t was extended 

to an epistem ological context by P iaget (O 'Laughlin , 1992; von G lasersfeld,

1996). To survive, one adapts b io log ica lly to the conditions o f the 

environm ent w hich one inh ab its . In  th is  extended context o f adaptation,
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knowledge itse lf, or how one comes to know  the w orld, is  an adaptive 

function  derived from  a re la tionsh ip  between the cognitive cap ab ility  o f the 

person and h is/her experiences o f the w orld. Knowledge is, thereby, not a 

p ic tu re  o f tru e  objective re a lity , b u t ra th e r a representation o f one's 

experience o f re a lity . Von G lasersfeld (1996) fu rth e r defines constructiv is t 

m eaning o f environm ent as one's experien tia l representation and 

abstractions o f w ha t surrounds us in  the environm ent, in c lu d in g  one's own 

perceptions o f self.

A nother concept in  constructiv is t discourse stresses the dim ension o f 

social in te raction  (O 'Laughlin , 1992; Cobb, 1996; Fosnot, 1996). Fosnot 

(1996) adds to the discourse th a t beyond cognitive constructivism , i.e. how 

the m ind  comes to know  and understand the w orld, "hum ans are social 

beings" (p. 25). "C ognition and social change are in h e re n tly  connected" 

(Fosnot, 1996, p. 25). I t  is  our inna te  a b ility  as hum an beings to develop 

language and five  w ith in  the experience o f com m unity. P a rtic ip a tin g  in  

"social in te ractions and c u ltu ra lly  organized activ ities influences 

development" (Cobb, 1996, p .36).

Th is dim ension has been term ed the sociocultural approach. In  th is  

approach, "symbols and other c u ltu ra l tools" act as "preexisting carrie rs o f 

meanings" (Cobb, P erlw itz , &  Underwood-Gregg, 1998, p. 80). F u rthe r, w ith  

the sociocultural approach, theorists believe cognitive functions are 

in h e re n tly  embedded in  social and c u ltu ra l contexts (W ertch &  Toma, 1995).
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Yet, th is  approach lies w ith in  the fie ld  o f constructiv is t psychology, and is  at 

tim es re ferred to as sociocognitive, since i t  is  concerned w ith  the cen tra l idea 

o f how an in d iv id u a l comes to know  and understand the w orld  (P h illips ,

1995; Confrey, 1995; W ertsh &  Toma, 1995; Bauersfeld, 1995; Larochelle, 

Bednarz &  G arrison, 1998). For example, Cobb (1998) discusses how the 

m icrocu lture  o f the classroom influences student lea rn ing  in  a sociocultural 

approach to constructivism . He considers th a t lea rn ing  not on ly involves 

in d iv id u a l problem  solving, b u t also he proposes th a t there is  an 

"accu ltu ra tion  in to  ways o f know ing in s titu tio n a lize d  by w ider society" (p.71). 

This accu ltu ra tion  process is  seen in  the "form s o f pedagogical practice" 

w ith in  classrooms (p. 71).

On the other hand, social constructivism  emerges from  the fie ld  o f 

sociology and is  concerned w ith  knowledge as a “social construction, a 

c u ltu ra l p ro d u c t...th a t gives rise to socia lly agreed theories o f the w orld  and 

social pa tterns and ru les o f language use” (E rnest, 2004, pp. 1-2). Steffe 

(1995) argues th a t educators have an im p o rta n t in te rest in  social 

constructivism  because o f its  emphasis on "com m unicative in te ractio n " and 

the idea o f "know ing as an adaptive a c tiv ity " th a t emerges from  von 

G lasersfeld's w ork (p. 490). Social constructivism  does not focus on the 

in d iv id u a l or the in d iv id u a l m ind. R ather, the focus is  on "persons in  

conversation" (Ernest, 1995, p. 480). The w orld  is  given m eaning only as a 

shared m eaning w hich has been socia lly created by the shared experience o f

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



35
a cu ltu re . Th is shared re a lity  is in  con tinua l construction as a liv in g , shared, 

com m unal conversation.

Social constructiv is t view points stress the personal, social, and 

subjective m eaning o f language. H is to rica lly  th is  v iew po in t is  in  tension 

w ith  the tra d itio n a l v iew po in t o f language as the “bearer o f tru th ” (Gergen, 

2001, p. 805). Th is view  flow s from  the ideas o f John Locke (1690/1959) who 

stated th a t words “stand as m arks or the ideas w ith in  [one’s] own m ind  

whereby they m igh t be made know n to others, and the thoughts o f men’s 

m inds be conveyed from  one to another” (p.3). Language, then, becomes the 

vehicle we use to convey the re a lity  we observe o f the w orld . Language 

becomes the m anner in  w hich we in fo rm  each other about our “thoughts and 

observations” (Gergen, 2001, p. 805).

Social constructivism  concerns its e lf w ith , among other factors, the 

problems o f the social influences on language use. I f  language is  the vehicle 

fo r in fo rm ing  one another about our thoughts and observations about the 

w orld, one m ust consider the social influences on language. I t  is  a "system 

th a t both precedes and outlives the in  d iv id u a l... i t  is already constitu ted; i t  is 

borrowed from  existing  genres or to appropriate form s o f ta lk  ...a lready in  

place" (p. 805). To pa rtic ipa te  in  language is  to pa rtic ipa te  in  com m unity. 

Language is  one factor considered in  th is  branch o f constructivism . Social 

constructivism , then, is  a dia logic in q u iry  th a t focuses on "how one is 

constructed in  various re la tionsh ips...and  how one perform s appropria te ly in
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a c u ltu ra lly  constitu ted scenario... and how one takes p a rt in  a process o f 

com m unal negotia tion and sanction" (Gergen, 2001, p .812). Social 

constructivism  emphasizes "sub jectiv ity , the sociocultural situatedness, and 

the in tr in s ic a lly  d ia lectica l na tu re  o f the process o f com ing to know" 

(O 'Laughlin , 1992, p. 810). Thus, as O 'Laugh lin  states, social constructivism  

has the "power to transform " (p. 810).

The power to transfo rm  lies in  the a b ility  to make a cla im  fo r and then 

fram e a problem  (Spector and K itsuse, 1977). "People do no t define as 

problems those conditions th a t they feel are im m utable, inhe re n t in  na ture  or 

the w ill o f God" (p. 84). Spector and K itsuse state th a t there need to be 

certa in  conditions th a t m ust exist before people define conditions th a t exist 

as a problem . U sua lly  the conditions are re la ted to a value or an in te re s t o f 

the person or group who is  m aking a "cla im " fo r a so lu tion (p.82). "The b e lie f 

th a t som ething can be done about a condition is  a prerequisite  to its  

becoming a social problem  (p. 84). Then, by de fin ing  the problem , g iv ing  i t  a 

name, and constructing a theore tica l fram e o f understanding fo r it ,  others 

can become aware o f the problem  and begin to focus on the conditions o f the 

problem  also.

Schutz (1970) argues th a t social construction derives from  shared 

meanings developed by a c u ltu ra l group regard ing how to go about liv in g  

d a ily  life . He supposed th a t “domains o f relevance” in  a cu ltu re  group 

determ ined the taken fo r granted assum ptions about how one goes about
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liv in g  life  and w ha t one believes is  valued in  the cu ltu re  (p. 114). He offered 

th a t transfo rm ing  society begins w ith  transfo rm ing  the “domains o f 

relevance” by means o f questioning a cu ltu re  group’s “unquestioned way o f 

life ” (p. 115).

Capek (1993) develops the issue o f environm enta l justice  using a 

constructiv is t fram ew ork. In  th is  fram ew ork, he discusses a grassroots e ffo rt 

by groups who were upset by the chem ical contam ination in  th e ir soil. By 

th e ir com m unicative efforts, they began to form ula te  a shared understanding 

th a t th is  was a condition th a t was no t valued by th e ir group, and th a t 

som ething could be done about the condition. They began to fram e the issue 

as an u n ju s t social issue. They used the dim ensions o f environm enta l justice  

w hich included having rig h ts  and claim s to " accurate in fo rm a tion ...p rom pt, 

respectful and unbiased hearings about th e ir claim s...dem ocratic 

pa rtic ip a tion  in  deciding the fu tu re  [o f th e ir cla im s],..and compensation"

(p.8). Thus, how a group defines, names, and fram es social issues can "act as 

a pow erfu l m o tiva to r fo r social change" both w ith in  the social and w ith in  the 

educational arena (p.9).

S um m arily, constructiv ism  is  a theory o f lea rn ing  having  three 

dimensions. The firs t dim ension is  th a t re a lity  is  a constructed perception. 

Two schools o f thought dom inate th is  perception w ith in  cognitive psychology. 

The cognitive theorists such as von G lasersfeld (1998) and the rad ica l 

constructiv ists argue th a t re a lity  is  a personally, h ig h ly  id iosyncra tic  m enta l
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construct. Sociocultura l constructiv ists, who base th e ir theories on Vygotsky, 

believe th a t in d iv id u a l cognitive development cannot be separated from  the 

society and cu ltu re  in  w hich one is  embedded. A  second dim ension is  th a t 

perception o f re a lity  is  in fluenced by experience. Experience is, to some 

extent on a continuum , th a t is  personally, socially, and/or c u ltu ra lly  

embedded. The th ird  dim ension is  th a t experience filte rs  social in te raction  

w hich is  embedded in  c u ltu ra l experience, operating m uch lik e  a system in  

w hich one piece acts upon another in  a cascade.

Pedagogical Practices 

A lthough most theorists agree th a t constructivism  is  a theory o f 

learning as opposed to a theory o f teaching, th is  fram ew ork does have 

pedagogical im p lica tions. One im p lica tion  is  a student-centered lea rn ing  

environm ent, w hich encourages in q u iry , and the organization o f one's 

experiences in to  some personally m eaningfu l idea o f the w orld  (Fosnot, 1996; 

Becker and Varelas, 1995). A nother im p lica tion  is  th a t the act o f lea rn ing  is  

not a passive a c tiv ity  b u t an active one in  w hich the student engages in  some 

form  o f in te ractio n  w ith  the cu rricu la . As a re su lt o f th is  a c tiv ity , new 

in te rn a l constructs are developed w ith in  the learner's m ind  (E rnest, 1995; 

Fosnot, 1996). An example o f such practice is  the discovery approach to 

m athem atics lea rn ing  du ring  w hich students are given sm all wooden blocks 

and sets o f problem s to solve using the blocks. Through in te rac tive  classroom
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com m unication and problem  solving, the student form ulates m athem atical 

theories based on th e ir active constructs (Wood, Cobb, and Yackel, 1995). The 

process o f lea rn in g  is, therefore, a "process o f m aking personal m eaning" 

(Brooks and Brooks, 1993, p. v iii) .

A nother im p lica tion  fo r pedagogical practice is  th a t the voice o f the 

student is  valued (Brooks and Brooks, 1993; Desautels, G arrison, and F leury, 

1998). The in te ractive  classroom com m unication gives depth, d ive rs ity , and 

varied  perspectives to an in d iv id u a l's  act o f m eaning m aking du ring  the 

process o f knowledge construction. "D ialogue w ith in  a com m unity engenders 

fu rth e r th in k in g" (Fosnot, 1996).

Yet another im p lica tion  is  the ro le o f the teacher, w hich is  to fa c ilita te  

the lea rner to construct h is /her own knowledge (Becker and Varelas, 1995; 

Lew in, 1995). Th is po in t o f v iew  is  in  opposition to such pedagogical 

approaches as d irect in s truc tion . F u rthe r, Lew in  (1995) argues th a t th is  

cognitive structu re  re lies on p rio r m enta l structures o f the in d iv id u a l, some 

o f w hich are c u ltu ra lly  embedded. Because teachers have the power to 

"leg itim ate " th e ir classroom practices and thus certa in  sources o f knowledge, 

th is  form  o f le g itim a tin g  "a u th o rity  is  given over to a llow ing  [students] to 

develop self-confidence in  th e ir own epistem ic processes" (p.432).

Thus, from  a pedagogical v iew point, constructivism  emphasizes lea rn ing  

th a t is  centered on the student and th a t is  focused on creating personal 

m eaning fo r the learner. I f  constructiv is t pedagogy focuses on personal
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m eaningfulness, how then does i t  fa c ilita te  the teaching o f deeper levels o f 

social responsib ility  and com m unal m eaningfulness? W hat m igh t in fo rm  a 

more c ritic a l awareness o f constructivism  in  th is  sense?
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E N VIR O N M EN TALLY  SU STAINABLE PEDAGOGY

H is to rica l Context 

To understand environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  is to understand th is  

theory in  reaction to the ideas o f the sc ien tific  revo lu tion. “The foundationa l 

na rra tive  itse lf: the m aking o f modern science...is one o f the fo rm ative  

moments o f environm entalism  (Jam ison, 2003, p. 47). The pedagogy o f 

environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  is  the consideration o f th is  theory w ith in  the 

educational context.

The epistemology o f environm enta l sus ta inab ility , w hich involves 

understanding pa tterns o f th in k in g  th a t a llow  com m unities to five  

susta inably, is  in  opposition to the epistemology o f the sc ien tific  revo lu tion. 

W ith  the sc ien tific  revo lu tion , cu lm in a ting  in  the seventeenth century, there 

was a parad igm atic s p lit between the in tegra ted  w orld  o f hum an-as-part o f 

na ture  and hum an-versus-nature. Th is s h ift saw the rise o f the sc ien tific  

m ethod as a way not on ly to approach science, b u t also as a fram ew ork fo r 

how people th in k  about th e ir re la tions to the w orld  and th e ir experiences o f 

the w orld. W ith  the sc ien tific  revo lu tion , the accepted form  o f generating 

knowledge was “m ediated through technology” in c lu d in g  such methods as
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sc ien tific  in q u iry  and experim entation as w e ll as the use o f the tools o f 

technology (Jam ison, 2003, p. 51).

Th is re la tionsh ip , undergirded by the scien tific  method, is  an I- it ,  

subject-object, observer-observed re la tionsh ip  in  w hich an organism  or 

phenomenon is  outside o f or externa l to the fie ld  in  w hich is  i t  located. Th is 

allows fo r a pa tte rn  o f th in k in g  about the environm ent as an object, as not an 

in te g ra l p a rt o f us. In  order to understand a phenomenon, th is  m ethod 

included breaking down an event or object in to  its  sm allest possible u n it o f 

study and studying its  aspects objectively (Berman, 1984). Thus, as Berm an 

argues, the perspective th a t is  on the opposite end o f a continuum  from  

environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  is  the C artesian view , w hich flow s from  the 

ideas o f Descartes, who was w ritin g  du ring  the early seventeenth century. He 

was not the on ly in te lle c t theoriz ing  these ideas, bu t “modern de fin itions o f 

re a lity  can be id e n tifie d  w ith  specific p lanks in  h is  sc ien tific  program ” (p. 11). 

Descartes, then, is  lin ke d  to the ideas inh e re n t in  the notion o f ob jectiv ity, 

th a t the re la tionsh ip  o f the observer to the observed is  one o f subject to 

object.

As Berm an has id e n tifie d , the o rig in  o f Descartes’ ideas derived from  

P lato’s concept o f ra tiona lism , w hich was th a t knowledge comes from  reason 

unim peded by the senses. A ris to tle ’s em piricism  also f i t  in to  the Cartesian 

view  in  the sense th a t “knowledge consisted o f generalizations” (p. 13).
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By the seventeenth century, the sc ien tific  revo lu tion  was p a rt o f the 

epistem ological landscape in  the western w orld  (Berman, 1984). Newton had 

p u t fo rth  h is  perspective o f the universe as a g ian t m achine. E m piric ism , 

in c lu d in g  the idea o f “always checking ] your thoughts against the data so 

th a t you know  w hat thoughts to th in k ” became fundam enta l to scien tific  

thought (p. 14). To th is  perspective, Bacon added the idea th a t a person “had 

to question na ture  d ire c tly  by p u ttin g  i t  in  a position in  w hich i t  was forced to 

y ie ld  up its  answers” (p. 14). The C artesian view po in t has the fo llow ing  

tenets.

• N atu re  is  know n from  the outside and phenomena are exam ined in  
abstraction from  th e ir context.

• The goal is  conscious, em pirica l contro l over nature.
• D escriptions are abstract; on ly th a t w hich can be measured 

is  real.
• M in d  is  separate from  the body, subject is  separate from  object.
• Logic is  e ither/or; emotions are epiphenom enal.
• O nly m a tte r and m otion are real.
• The whole is  no th ing  more than  the sum o f its  parts.
• L iv in g  systems are in  p rin c ip le  reducib le to inorganic m atter; na ture  is 

u ltim a te ly  dead. (Berm an, 1984, p 237).

On the other hand, the tenets o f environm enta lly sustainable 

epistemology are in  tension w ith  the C artesian view point. The tenets 

environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  derive from  a Batesonian perspective, w hich is 

a very d iffe re n t view  than  the Cartesian.

Bateson believed there was a “consciousness to and order in  liv in g  

systems” (p.4). Harries-Jones (1995) has re ferred to Batesonian th in k in g  as a
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“fo rm al epistemology o f pa tte rn ” (pp. 62-63). Th is means th a t Bateson’s 

(1991) epistemology is  a systems’ theory o f th in k in g  w hich Bateson re ferred 

to as “cybernetics” and “ecology o f the m ind” (p. 187).

Bateson viewed the ecological and b io logical w orld  as a u n ifie d  whole. 

Each object, each molecule, each p la n t, each life  form , each person 

con tribu ted to the liv in g  consciousness o f the p lane t as a whole system. 

Hum ans are not apart from  the ecosystem b u t are “embedded” in  the system 

(F linders, 2002, p. 197). In  such a Batesonian epistemology, i t  is  no t the 

in d iv id u a l th a t is  o f prim e im portance, b u t ra th e r “the liv in g  system” and 

each o f its  pa rts ’ re la tionsh ip  to i t  th a t m atters (Berman, 1984, p. 237). In  

other words, hum ans “are not separate from  the th ings around us” (p. 236).

A nother tenet is  the re jection o f linea r, cause and effect thought as i t  

is  used in  the sc ien tific  m ethod (Bateson, 1991). I t  is  be tte r to have an 

openness to perceive the pa tterns th a t are embedded in  na tu re  since an if-  

then log ic is  an incom plete model o f causality. “The effect is  no t the cause” 

(Bateson, 1979, p. 117). R ather, “pa tte rns o f re la tionsh ips exist between a ll 

liv in g  form s and th e ir environm ents constitu te a single fie ld  o f reciprocal 

in te raction ” (Harries-Jones, 1995, p. 33.) I t  is  the organism  w ith in  the 

context o f environm ent th a t transform s the other. The re la tionsh ip  to other 

is  key. Each p a rt is  in  a k in d  o f in fo rm a tiona l com m unication w ith  the other 

to  form  a liv in g  system in  a recursive re la tionsh ip  in  w hich each p a rt affects 

the other pa rts (Harries-Jones, 1995).
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The heart o f the argum ent Bateson presented in  M ind and Nature 

(1979) addressed the concept o f m etacom m unication. Bateson argued th a t 

com m unication occurred through action or language w ith in  a context. In  

order fo r a person to understand a whole message, one m ust have both the 

words or actions and the context. For example, the context o f a message can 

have va ried  m eanings i f  the com m unicator is  being p la y fu l or angry or 

aggressive. On a la rge r scale, i f  a cu ltu re  has a context, messages can be 

understood in  d iffe re n t ways. “The ideas about nature, however fan tastic, 

are supported by [a cu ltu ra l] social system; conversely, the social system is 

supported by th e ir ideas” (p. 154). Because people can lea rn  about context 

and can be in fluenced by context, hum ans can generate com m unicative 

contexts th a t may have “complex netw orks o f m u tu a lly  supporting 

presuppositions” and w hich m ay not have any re la tionsh ip  to or 

understanding o f the re a lity  o f the liv in g  w orld  (p. 154).

Consider th a t there are three aspects in  ho lis tic  descriptions when 

try in g  to understand the liv in g  w orld  (Bateson, 1991). There is  the “rea l 

w orld ,” the “representation o f it , ” and “the abstraction” (p. 157). The 

difference between the rea l w orld  and the representation o f i t  w ould be lik e  

the difference between an a irlin e  tic ke t and the actual plane ride . The ticke t 

represents the ride  b u t is  no t the actual experience o f the ride . F u rthe r, how 

one person contextualizes “plane ride ” affects the representation o f and then 

the abstraction o f the idea o f plane ride . Th is idea o f plane ride  may or may
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not be the rea l experience o f a ll actual plane rides under s im ila r conditions. 

Because o f differences in  context, then, there may be d iffe re n t ways to 

represent the idea o f re a lity .

In  sum m ary, in  a Batesonian perspective, the fo llow ing  can be said:

Figure 2: Batesonian perspective.

Influences on the learner: E nvironm enta l and c u ltu ra l 
contexts

Purpose o f in te lligence: To understand one’s re la tionsh ip  
w ith in  the
ecological/biological system 
and to liv e  harm oniously 
w ith in  th a t system

How knowledge comes to be: Perceiving the pa tterns in  na tu re
Question asked o f lea rn ing  

theory:
W hat are our re la tionsh ips 

w ith in  the ecology o f the 
system and how do they 
affect the la rge r system o f 
w hich we are a part?

Berm an was another the o ris t foundationa l to environm enta lly 

sustainable pedagogy. L ike  Bateson, he argues fo r a w orldview  on the 

opposite end o f a continuum  from  the C artesian view . “The h is to ry  o f the 

West, according to both the sociologist and the poet, is  the progressive 

rem oval o f m ind, or s p ir it from  the phenom enal appearances” (Berm an, 1984, 

p .57). He fu rth e r argues th a t i t  is  th rough “H erm etic w isdom’”  or the concept 

th a t knowledge connected both th rough an em otional and an in te lle c tu a l 

jou rney th a t lea rn ing  occurs (Berm an, 1984, p. 61). Moreover, the
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epistemology o f post C artesian th in k in g  w ould posit th a t there is  no 

unconscious th in k in g , th a t the unconscious is  m erely body knowledge, th a t 

“the body and the unconscious are one and the same th in g ” (p. 167). 

“Knowledge is  acquired [not] by recognizing the distance between ourselves 

and na tu re ,” b u t ra th e r through a “m erger w ith  na ture” (p. 59).

Th is m erger occurs when a lea rne r experiences a lea rn ing  state beyond 

reason alone. In  th is  lea rn ing  state, cognitive know ing, in tu itiv e  know ing, 

sensuous know ing, i.e. through the senses, a ll merge syne rg istica lly  in to  a 

creative consciousness state o f awareness. D u rin g  such a lea rn ing  

experience, an example o f w hich a person can achieve du ring  deep m edita tive  

states, the lea rner m ay experience th a t the ego is  an “a rb itra ry  construct” 

(p.291). Thus, the lea rne r can become more aware o f a m erger between the 

lea rner and the b io tic  environm ent, both as pa rtic ipa n ts  in  a “vast ecology” o f 

consciousness, “to ta lly  a live and sensuous” (p. 290). Th is w ould be the 

difference between, as Bateson describes, m ind  and “M ind ,” i.e. between a 

C artesian view  o f in te lle c t and a Batesonian view  o f in te lle c t (Berm an, 1984, 

p. 245). An example o f such a lea rn ing  state w ould be the m oment o f “flow ” as 

described by C sikszentm iha lyi (1993) when a person is  so engaged in  a 

cha lleng ing physica l and/or cognitive a c tiv ity  a t the boundaries o f one’s 

capab ilities th a t the person loses tra ck  o f tim e and even a sense o f ego self.

In  much the same way, an in d iv id u a l can be subsumed w ith in  the la rge r 

fram ew ork o f the group when a com m unity has a s im ila r flow  experience, fo r
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example a t a foo tba ll game or a t a re lig ious event or a p o litica l event, when 

the group is  in  a shared affect or responsiveness to the moment. This 

resonance is  the effect the event has fo r the la rg e r c u ltu ra l com m unity.

Teaching based on th is  fram e would, therefore, tend tow ard the  h o lis tic  

and fu rth e r, tow ard he lp ing  learners apply th e ir in d iv id u a l experiences o f 

lea rn ing  to be more conscious o f M in d  than  m ind, and thereby, to the needs 

o f the com m unity. C om m unity in  th is  sense includes the en tire  biology o f the 

environm ent, not only the hum an com m unity. Teachers w ould begin to look 

a t students’ pa tterns o f th in k in g  and become fa c ilita to rs  o f elder knowledge 

as one o f the methods fo r educators to fa c ilita te  a deeper leve l o f social 

responsib ility  and hum an interconnectedness between the in d iv id u a l, the 

com m unity, and the hum an embeddedness in  the n a tu ra l w orld.

A  post-C artesian epistemology recognizes “p a rtic ip a tin g  consciousness,” 

w hich is  in te lle c t w ith  grounding in  the affective (p. 149). Th is perspective is 

a very sensuous understanding o f the w orld  th a t considers th a t the 

boundaries between each o f us and the rest o f the biological/ecological 

com m unity are a somewhat a rtific ia l boundary. L ike  a large tapestry, each 

liv in g  th in g  is  b u t a th read w ith in  th a t tapestry. We are a ll not only in  

re la tion  to each other, b u t also a p a rt o f each other.

Furtherm ore, Berm an (1984) argues th a t o f key im portance fo r a cu ltu re  

is  the search fo r “m eaning” (p. 2). He argues th a t before the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, western c iv iliza tio n  he ld  a more “enchanted” view  o f
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the w orld  (p. 2). By th is  he believes th a t people belonged more in  the w orld  

as pa rtic ipan ts  in  the environm ent, an environm ent th a t was more a live fo r 

hum an beings. W ith  the sc ien tific  revo lu tion , the sense o f connection to a 

liv in g , conscious environm ent was replaced w ith  a d iffe re n t view . Th is view  

was na tu re  as apart from , as som ething to be conquered. I t  is  the subject- 

object, observer-observed view po in t o f the scien tific  model. An 

environm enta lly sustainable epistemology has a ho lis tic  view  o f the w orld  

and “the awareness o f hu m an ity ’s organic embeddedness in  a complex and 

n a tu ra l system” (p. 189).

Epistem ology, from  Berm an’s perspective, is  also less about the 

boundaries between se lf and other and more about fin d in g  m eaning in  one’s 

re la tionsh ip  w ith  self, w ith  others, in c lu d in g  the b io tic, and w ith  fin d in g  a 

sense o f m eaning and belonging w ith in  the ecology o f M ind . See figu re  below.

Figure 3: Environmentally sustainable viewpoint.

In fluence on the learner: Interconnections w ith  na ture  
(biological/ecological com m unity), our 
own in te lle c t grounded in  affect.

Purpose o f in te lligence: To fin d  m eaningfulness and live  
in  harm ony as p a rt o f the 

context o f a sustainable, liv in g  
w orld

How knowledge comes to be: Through experiencing na ture  
in te lle c tu a lly , em otionally, and 
re la tio n a lly .

Questions asked o f lea rn ing  theory: How do I  belong m ean ing fu lly  in  
the ecology o f the conscious 
world?
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C urren t Discourse 

C urren tly , the discourse on environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  emerges 

because o f the in te rtw in in g  o f industria l/techno log ica l awareness and an 

ecological awareness o f the effects o f m odernization on the environm ent 

(Bowers, 2001; Bess, 2003). Im p o rta n tly , other concurrent key influences 

make the effects o f environm enta lly sustainable or green knowledge possible. 

Bess (2003) argues these include the fo llow ing: 1) a sc ien tific  com m unity th a t 

understands the effects o f technology and in d u s try  on the w orld ’s ecology, a 

dialogic p o litica l process, 2) an open in fo rm a tion  dissem ination system, 3) “a 

d issident countercu ltu re  su ffic ie n tly  potent and w idespread to challenge the 

social and economic status quo,” and 4) a core o f people who are educated 

and who have the economic security and ecological lite ra cy  to in tegra te  green 

knowledge in to  th e ir com m unity life  (p. 239).

E nvironm enta lly  sustainable pedagogy crosses academic disciplines 

from  the sciences to the hum anities in  an e ffo rt to develop a theory w hich 

trie s  to understand hum an ity  and our im pact on the ecology. L ike  

constructivism , environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  is  an epistemology w hich has 

pedagogical im p lica tions. G enerally theorists agree th a t i t  is  not, as yet, a 

theory o f teaching. Moreover, i t  can be problem atic to locate epistem ologically 

because o f the h o lis tic  na tu re  o f the various fram ew orks from  w hich its  

knowledge is  derived; however, generally the m aking o f “green knowledge” 

has derived from  the cu ltu ra l, social, and p o litica l environm enta l movements
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w hich began in  the early 1960’s (Jam ison, 2003, p. 9). A lthough i t  is  not a 

theory o f teaching, th is  epistemology seems to be m oving in  the d irection o f 

p rov id ing  models o f teaching and gu id ing  princ ip les fo r pedagogical practice.

There is, however, tension w ith in  the epistemology. “A  basic d iv is ion  

th a t has affected environm enta l knowledge [production] is  between w hat 

m igh t be term ed c u ltu ra l and economic approaches to the understanding o f 

hum an a c tiv ity ” (Jam ison, 2003, p .32). As a resu lt, a t one end o f a 

continuum  are those theorists who believe th a t technology can be included in  

the solu tion to a lle v ia tin g  environm enta l problems. A t the other end o f the 

continuum  are the theorists, lik e  Bowers fo r example, who believe a 

technological m indset is  p a rt o f the root cause o f environm enta l problems. 

They base th e ir epistem ic re a lity  on the b e lie f th a t solutions can be found by 

“understanding the connections between environm enta l problem s and 

tra d itio n a l ideas, b e lie f systems, loca l knowledges and ways o f life ” (p.29).

B y the 1970’s, environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  or the “process o f nature-society 

in te raction  were studied in  a more e xp lic it in te rd isc ip lin a ry  way” (Jam ison, 

2003, p. 34). In  the 1980’s, environm enta l studies had s p lit in to  such sub

fie lds as “environm enta l h is to ry, environm enta l sociology, and ecological 

economics,” to name a few  (p. 34).

W hen considered as a teaching philosophy, environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  

is  referenced in  the lite ra tu re  under various term s. Bowers (2001) refers to 

environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy as “eco-justice” (p. v iii) . W ith in  an
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eco-justice fram ew ork, Bowers recognizes the interdependence o f hum an ity  

on the robustness o f the environm ent. He fu rth e r connects ecological 

concerns w ith  the v ia b ility  o f bioreg ional knowledge and loca l c u ltu ra l ways 

o f know ing. In  eco-justice pedagogy, th is  epistem ological approach w ould be 

d iffe ren t from  a “C artesian form  o f consciousness and se lf-id e n tity ” (p. 181). 

Rather, Bowers argues th a t educators should teach c ritic a l re flection  th a t 

centers on the renew al o f com m unity and cu ltu re  in  ways th a t consider the 

su s ta in a b ility  o f the environm ent in  a m anner th a t is  m eaningfu l fo r the 

com m unity. Bowers favors the end o f the environm enta l studies continuum  

th a t strives fo r a so lu tion based in  an understanding o f the connections 

between environm enta l problem s and tra d itio n a l be lie f systems.

H utch ison (1998) names the fram ew ork “education fo r ecological 

renewal” or the “pedagogy o f po ss ib ility ” (p. 24). The pedagogy o f p o ss ib ility  

focuses on m eaningfu l lea rn ing  and fin d in g  a sense o f purpose w ith in  the 

n a tu ra l w orld, w h ile  paying c ritic a l a tten tion  to the c u ltu ra l context in  w hich 

one is  embedded. M ean ing fu l lea rn ing  in  the h o lis tic  sense is  directed by the 

lea rner’s own m otivations as w e ll as by the teacher and the cu rricu lum  

(H utchison, 1998). A  life tim e  search fo r m eaning and purpose is  fu rth e r 

in form ed by ways o f know ing and understanding th a t go beyond the log ica l 

and ana lytica l. K now ing and understanding invo lve the in tu itiv e  and the 

s p iritu a l and are a d d itio n a lly  in form ed by cu ltu ra l, rac ia l, re lig ious, fa m ilia l, 

and com m unity id e n titie s  (H utchison, 1998).
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S m ith calls th is  perspective “place-based education, its  aim  is  to ground 

lea rn ing  in  local phenomena and students’ live d  experience” (2002, p. 584). 

Place-based education focuses on the use o f the local environm ent as the 

place to investigate  nature , and on the use o f the local economic life  o f the 

com m unity to draw  students in to  the process o f decision-m aking and to make 

them  a p a rt o f the in te lle c tu a l and rea l-w orld  life  o f the com m unity.

Sm ith-Sebasto (1997) defines environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy as 

“education fo r ecological lite ra cy” (p. 279). She states th a t K-12 education 

has ignored environm enta l education as an academic d iscip line. As a resu lt, 

the perception o f students regard ing na ture  seems to be alienated from  a firs t 

hand knowledge o f the systems th a t susta in life  on th is  p lane t and from  a 

sense o f how the biology o f earth  nu rtu res our lives. Ecological lite ra cy  

fu rth e r teaches about hu m an ity ’s re sponsib ility  fo r the earth ’s stewardship 

fo r fu tu re  generations.

O rr (1994) names th is  perspective “ecological design in te lligence” and 

“environm enta l education” (p. 2). In  ecological design in te lligence, O rr 

defines the “goal o f education” as the a b ility  to understand systems th in k in g 

as long range and h o lis tic  p la nn in g  fo r the fu tu re  o f the environm ent and 

those liv in g  w ith in  the environm ent (p. 11). He states the purpose o f 

environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy is  to “educate people to th in k  broadly, 

to perceive systems and patterns, and to five  as whole persons” (p.2). O rr’s
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epistem ic base w ould be the end o f the environm enta l studies continuum  th a t 

believes th a t technology can be incorporated in to  the environm enta l solution.

Regardless o f the theorists ’ re la tive  position on the continuum  however, 

environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  as a theory has a d e fin itive  characteristic. 

E nvironm enta lly  sustainable pedagogues do not re ly  on the notion o f a 

re a lity  based solely on sc ien tific  fact. In  the tra d itio n a l view  o f science, 

“na ture  is  known from  the outside, and phenomena are exam ined in  

abstraction from  th e ir context” (Berm an, 1984, p .237). S im ila rly , 

constructiv ists do no t re ly  on the notion o f a re a lity  based in  sc ien tific  fact, 

b u t ra th e r a llow  th a t there are a lte rna tive  form s o f constructing the w orld  

(Simpson, 2002). However, u n like  constructivism , environm enta lly 

sustainable epistemology is  “na tu re  ... revealed in  our re la tions w ith  it ,  and 

phenomena ... known only in  context” (p.237). Th is characte ristic is  an 

“epistemology o f p a tte rn ” in  w hich events and/or liv in g  organism s are 

“located not outside o f b u t ra th e r in  re la tio n  to ... the fie ld  o f w hich [each] is  a 

p a rt” (Harries-Jones, 1995, pp. 62-63). Therefore, as an epistemology, th is  

fram ew ork is  concerned w ith  “how we are going to th in k  about ecological 

issues” w ith in  a com m unitarian ethos (Harries-Jones, 1995, p. 30). I t  is  

fu rth e r concerned w ith  how hu m an ity  w ill five  m ean ing fu lly  and 

harm oniously as p a rt o f the ecological context (Berman, 1984; O rr, 1994; 

Bowers, 2001; Bess, 2003). As pedagogy, environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  is
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concerned w ith  transfo rm ing  students’ pa tterns o f th in k in g  so th a t hum an ity

can live  m ean ing fu lly  and harm oniously in  the n a tu ra l w orld.

The la rg e r problem  w ith  liv in g  in  harm ony w ith  the w orld  seems to be

the paradox o f westernized de fin itions o f liv in g  in  harm ony. I t  is  the great

2 1st century paradox th a t is  “rooted in  tw o factors; ra p id  technological change

and economic m odernization and the grow ing environm enta lis t response th a t

th is  m odernization provoked” (Bess, 2003, p. 238). As Bess argues, those who

w ant technological change and those concerned w ith  the environm ent have

acknowledged a re liance on the other: both w ant to continue to consume and

yet both w ant to replace w ha t has been removed from  the environm ent as a

re su lt o f consum ption. Consider these paradoxical im pressions:

The emergence o f a consumer economy, he ll-ben t on b u ild in g  homes and 
offices and f illin g  them  w ith  appliances, gadgets and accouterments; the 
decline o f ag ricu ltu re  as a m ajor sector o f the na tiona l economy; the 
im portance (rea l and perceived) o f technology as a economic grow th 
factor, an increasing ly tig h t web o f connections to global economy, 
th rough im ports, exports and m u ltin a tio n a ls  corporations; the fin k  
between technological prowess and m ilita ry  rank; the p ro life ra tio n  o f 
transpo rta tion  and com m unication technologies; the steep rise in  energy 
consum ption; the in s titu tio n a liz a tio n  o f the w elfare state; the 
a lte rna tion  o f moderate le ft and moderate rig h t in  p o litic a l power; an 
independent ju d ic ia l system, a com petitive array o f uncensored mass 
media; fa ir ly  stable popula tion. (Bess, 2003, pp. 238-239).

Therefore, im p o rta n t factors have emerged to make com m unities focus on the

degradation in  the environm ent (Bess, 2003).

G iven the cu rren t discourse on environm enta l su s ta in a b ility , how can

constructivism  and environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  in fo rm  each other in  order

to help hu m an ity  survive the environm enta l degradations? W hat p a rt do
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these pedagogical epistemologies have to play? As has been noted, 

constructivism  and environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy both have 

d iffe rin g  in te lle c tu a l genealogies. Both have d iffe rin g  epistem ic dimensions. 

Yet, both share a pedagogy o f m eaningfulness. C onstructivism , however, 

emphasizes personal, in d iv id u a l m eaningfulness, w h ile  environm enta lly  

sustainable pedagogy values com munal, environm enta l m eaningfulness. A re 

there po in ts o f in tersection between these tw o pedagogies th a t ease these 

tensions? Do these intersections help each pedagogy in fo rm  a more c ritic a l 

use o f the other in  ways th a t shape an environm enta lly sustainable 

education th a t is  both personally and com m unally m eaningful? The answers 

to these questions w ill be explored in  the next chapter.
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U N LO C KIN G  TH E TENSIO NS BETW EEN CO NSTRUCTIVISM  AND 

E N VIR O N M EN TALLY  SU STAINABLE PEDAGOGY

From  where does the knowledge o f extending personal to com m unal and 

environm enta l m eaningfulness derive? Can i t  derive from  a lte rna tive  

epistem ic bases? According to foundationa l constructiv is t theorists, 

in d iv id u a ls  lea rn  by in te ra c tin g  w ith  the environm ent and m aking cognitive 

sense o f phenomena when th e ir cu rren t m enta l models are in  dissonance 

w ith  new in fo rm a tion . According to P iaget (1971), th is  is  in fluenced by one’s 

developm ental levels. Sym bolic c u ltu ra l tools, such as language, can also 

influence w hat people lea rn  (Vygotsky, 1930/1978). Or, lea rn ing  occurs when 

in d iv id u a ls  active ly construct m eaning by developing a so lu tion to a problem  

a ris ing  from  the lea rne r’s personal in te rests (Dewey, 1959/1897). W hat each 

o f these have in  common is  th a t lea rn ing , from  a constructiv is t perspective, 

occurs th rough an in te raction . Learn ing  does not occur in  iso la tion , bu t 

ra th e r w ith in  a context and as p a rt o f a process.

From  an environm enta l v iew point, lea rn ing  s im ila rly  involves an 

in te raction , the in te ractio n  o f the biologic (hum an, an im al, other life  form s) 

embedded w ith in  the n a tu ra l w orld  (Berm an, 1984). Learn ing  occurs as 

com m unities develop re la tionsh ips as p a rt o f a liv in g  system (Bateson, 1984).
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Learn ing  s im ila rly  occurs as com m unities engage in  in te rgenera tiona l 

conversations in vo lv in g  tra d itio n s  o f the past th a t have helped the present 

generation and m ay help fu tu re  generations to survive (Bowers, 2003). Both 

theore tica l fram ew orks-constructiv ism  and environm enta l sus ta inab ility -- 

share an active process as p a rt o f knowledge production: in te ractio n  as p a rt 

o f the process. B u t, in te ractio n  to w ha t end, w ith  w hat goal in  m ind?

The goal o f constructiv is t lea rn ing  focuses on how the in d iv id u a l 

produces personal knowledge w ith in  h is/her own in te lle c tu a l architecture 

in c lu d in g  the social and c u ltu ra l influences acting upon the in d iv id u a l. Yet, 

the goal o f environm enta lly sustainable lea rn ing  focuses on how com m unities 

produce shared understandings o f social knowledge in  order to help 

hum an ity  survive environm enta l damage.

Bowers (1997) argues th a t the core idea o f constructivism , the in d iv id u a l 

constructing h is/her own knowledge based on h is/her own experiences, 

ignores “the in fluence o f cu ltu re ” (p. 107). The rad ica l constructiv is t believe 

th a t there is  no re a lity  other than  the one each in d iv id u a l constructs w ith in  

h is/her own m ind, (von G lasersfeld, 1996). Radical constructiv ists posit th a t 

shared m eaning m aking as a re su lt o f social in te raction  is  no t a true , shared 

m eaning m aking. R ather, the meanings one person grasps about a w ord only 

overlap the m eanings o f th a t w ord a t certa in  crucia l po ints o f perception. 

M eanings are always personally and experien tia lly  constructed.
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I f  there is  no tru e  shared m eaning m aking, the teacher’s in d iv id u a l 

choices about fram ew ork, cu rricu lum  and language usage decide w ha t is 

valued and emphasized in  the classroom and w hat is  assigned lesser value 

and/or ignored. W ith in  the educational setting, i f  w hat is  emphasized is  

personal experience, is  there a corresponding lack o f emphasis on the idea o f 

re la tionsh ip  to com m unal experience? I f  pedagogy connected to students’ 

lives th rough the process o f activ ities  engages personal experience, then how 

does pedagogy engage the student in  activ ities  o f com m unal experience?

Such a “process-oriented” pedagogy as constructivism  reinforces “feelings 

connected w ith  the im m ediate m oment [as the] p rim a ry  concern” (Bowers, 

2001, p. 107). W ithou t an emphasis on the com munal, how does education 

teach pa tterns o f th in k in g  th a t go beyond the im m ediate m oment and th a t 

are concerned w ith  how a cu ltu re  survives the decisions o f the cu rren t 

generation? How do educators pedagogically reinforce pa tte rns o f th in k in g  

th a t a id  cu ltu re  groups to make decisions th a t help hu m an ity  to survive the 

consequences o f our everyday actions fo u r generations ahead?

To do th is , we m ust understand our embeddedness in  nature , as opposed 

to our sense o f having an en titlem en t to try  to contro l na ture . H um an ity  

m ust lea rn  to conserve. Bowers (2003) argues th a t na tu re  its e lf tends to be 

conservative. In  th is  sense, conservative is  not defined in  p o litica l term s 

having ambiguous meanings. R ather, conservative means th a t na tu re  tends 

to conserve its e lf over generations, changing slow ly re la tive  to the externa l
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w orld  and in te rn a l exigencies. Th is p a tte rn  o f n a tu ra l conservation is  u n like  

the tra d itio n s  passed on from  generation to generation in  N o rth  Am erica 

w hich contain, as Bowers argues, d is tin c t un derly ing  assum ptions 

a n tith e tica l to conservation, such as the b e lie f th a t “the environm ent is  an 

exploitable resource” (p. 7). Rather, Bowers asserts th a t the environm ent is 

not an explo itab le resource, the concept o f exp lo ita tion  m etaphorica lly 

im p lied  in  the term  natural resources. The w ord resource in fe rs  th a t i t  is  

som ething to be used fo r one’s own purposes. He posits, as does Bateson 

(1979) and Berm an (1984), th a t hu m an ity  is  embedded w ith in  nature, 

dependent upon a sym biotic re la tionsh ip  w ith  i t  fo r our own su rv iva l.

Bowers (2003) fu rth e r asserts th a t in  order to survive embedded w ith in  

nature, we m ust understand w hich tra d itio n s  help us to survive and w hich 

tra d itio n s  h u rt our su rv iva l. We owe our su rv iva l to the knowledge o f the 

past and as a contract w ith  the fu tu re . In  order to live  w ith in  an 

in te rgenera tiona lly  knowledgeable system, i t  is  v ita l to have “con tinua l 

re flection o f members o f a com m unity” regard ing w hat changes w ith in  an 

environm ent w ill “con tribu te  to the w ell-being o f the com m unity” across 

generations (pp. 9-10). The con tinua l re flections are the on-going 

conversations various com m unities have regard ing how to survive 

environm enta l damage. The conversations are on-going w ith  the past 

th rough a dialogue regard ing w hat tra d itio n s  have helped or h u rt the 

com m unities su rv iva l and w ith  the present regard ing w ha t can be
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m ain ta ined or changed to help the com m unities to survive environm enta l 

degradations now and in  the fu tu re .

One o f the basic assum ptions underly ing  constructiv is t pedagogy is  the 

idea “th a t society is  an organic un ion o f in d iv id u a ls ” (Dewey, 1959, p .22). As 

Bowers (2003) in te rp re ts  th is , he posits “th a t the in d iv id u a l (not groups) is 

the source o f ideas and values” (p .7). Two outgrow ths o f th a t assum ption o f 

the focus on the in d iv id u a l in  constructivism  include the fo llow ing: 1) 

Knowledge is  defined as “the m eaning [one gives] only w ith in  the re a lity  o f 

our experien tia l w o rld ...It is  made o f the netw ork o f th ings and 

re la tio n sh ip s ...It is  a compendium o f concepts and actions th a t one has found 

to be successful, given the purposes one has in  m ind” (von G lasersfeld, 1995, 

p .7). As Bowers (2003) in te rp re ts  th is , “ideas and values are m atters o f 

in d iv id u a l judgm ent” (p. 45). 2) The second outgrow th is  th a t the purpose o f 

education is  “free ing the life-process fo r its  own most adequate fu lfillm e n t” 

(Dewey, 1959, p. 101). As Bowers (2003) in te rp re ts  th is  assum ption, he 

asserts th a t “in d iv id u a l freedom and the p u rsu it o f se lf-in te rest [are] the 

highest value” (p. 45).

Bowers is  c ritic a l o f these ideas because they do not con tribu te  to the 

com m unal w ell-being or in te rgenera tiona l knowledge. In  pedagogical term s, 

m any o f these assum ptions, as Bowers asserts, are reflected in  the w ork o f 

John Dewey. The pedagogical im p lica tion  o f Dewey’s philosophy fosters 

lea rn ing  th a t is  o f personal in te re s t to the learner, often through in q u iry
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where the lea rne r explores answers to h is/her own questions. In  Dewey’s 

(1933) words, “the ch ild ’s own in s tin c ts  and powers fu rn ish  the m a te ria l and 

give the s ta rtin g  p o in t fo r a ll education” (p.20).

M oreover, fo r Dewey (1933), in te lle c tu a l th in k in g  is  about problem  

solving. I t  is  about the “dem anding fo r a so lu tion o f a pe rp lex ity ” (p. 14),

Th is problem  solving has its  in tr in s ic  m otiva tion  in  the a b ility  to  have contro l 

over the problem . As Bowers w ould suggest, however, problem  solving in  th is  

sense, is  about solving present m oment problem s w ith o u t regard fo r the past 

or the fu tu re  or how solutions are “viewed as p a rt o f a contract th a t the 

cu rren t generation has w ith  past and fu tu re  generations” (Bowers, 2003, p. 

10).

M oreover, Bowers (1997) c ritic a lly  asserts, w ith in  a pedagogy o f 

personal m eaningfulness, there is  an overemphasis on the notion o f 

in d iv id u a lism  ra is in g  consequences o f a way o f life  based on th is  assum ption. 

To ho ld  the in d iv id u a l as a dom ain o f relevance w ith in  a social group means 

igno ring  the “pa rtic ip a to ry  and embodied pa tterns o f com m unity” (Bowers, 

2001, p. 145). Bowers explains com m unity in  th is  sense as “an e xp lic it 

understanding o f re la tionsh ips and processes, and an embodied knowledge o f 

com m unity re la tionsh ips and ecology o f place” (p. 152).

He fu rth e r argues th a t another assum ption un derly ing  W estern cu ltu re  

is  the idea “th a t change is  lin e a r and in h e re n tly  progressive in  na tu re” 

(Bowers, 2003, p. 7). An outgrow th o f th is  b e lie f is  the con tinua l “quest fo r
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new ideas, ins igh ts, and in te rp re ta tio ns” (p.39). To change to com m unal 

re la tionsh ip , W estern society, w hich seems to be a “society o f in d iv id u a ls  

em ancipated from  the a u th o rity  o f com m unal tra d itio n s  and views change as 

the expression o f progress,” w ould transform  to a society interconnected by a 

focus on re la tionsh ips o f com m unal concerns (pp. 15-16). For Bowers (2004), 

change as an expression o f progress is  one o f the un derly ing  assumptions 

th a t threatens a sustainable approach to everyday liv in g . As Bowers 

in te rp re ts  Dewey’s th in k in g , problem  solving focuses on solving present 

m oment problems as they re la te  to everyday life . They do not focus on 

considerations o f preserving the commons, preserving c u ltu ra l tra d itio n s , 

and preserving resources fo r fu tu re  generations. Bowers uses com puters as 

an example o f the technologically advanced tools fo r education th a t supports 

constructiv is t ideas. He states, th a t “com puters am plify  a c u ltu ra l view  o f 

le a rn in g  th a t represents data as the basis o f thought, and puts out o f focus 

how the m etaphorica l language th a t appears on the m onitor encodes and 

reproduces a c u ltu ra lly  specific form  o f in te lligence” (Bowers, 1997, p. 110).

I t  holds in  h igh  value scien tific , theore tica l and “technologically based 

knowledge” w hich focus on solving present moment problems, i.e. w ith in  th is  

generation, and equates change w ith  progress (p. 113).

An u n c ritica l use o f constructivism  ignores “the im portance o f c u ltu ra l 

tra d itio n s  in  shaping the a ttitudes o f the in d iv id u a l” (Bowers, 1997, p. 120). 

C u ltu ra l tra d itio n s  a id  in  the understanding o f hum an ity ’s “p a rtic ip a tin g  in
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a com m unity o f memory th a t fram es a common vision o f the fu tu re  

dependent upon a process o f transgenerational com m unication where both 

elders and the new generation understand the im portance o f th e ir respective 

responsib ilities in  term s o f the com m unity—ra th e r than  from  the perspective 

o f the autonomous in d iv id u a l...” (p. 123).

Th is disconnection from  com m unity, the knowledge o f past generations 

and a concern fo r fu tu re  generations, as Bowers (1997, 2001, 2003) has 

argued, is  endemic in  the hidden assum ptions o f a specific form  o f 

constructivism . M ore to the po in t, Bowers’ po in t o f c ritic ism  o f constructiv is t 

assum ptions include the fo llow ing: th a t “the in d iv id u a l is  the source o f ideas 

and values” (Bowers, 2003, p. 7); “ideas and values are m atters o f in d iv id u a l 

judgm ent” (2003, p .45); “in d iv id u a l freedom and the p u rs u it o f se lf in te re s t is 

the h ighest value” in  our cu ltu re  (2003, p. 45).

Bowers, however, fa ils  to understand two im po rta n t points. 1) He has 

set up the concept o f the in d iv id u a l as a focus fo r society or com m unity as a 

focus fo r society as a false dichotom y. Dewey (1933) believed th a t the 

in d iv id u a l “ch ild ” was the “s ta rtin g  p o in t” fo r a ll education (p. 20). Dewey 

d id  not state th a t th is  was the ending po in t. I t  is  not an e ither/o r 

proposition, th a t one can have e ith e r the in d iv id u a l as an im p o rta n t p a rt o f 

the experience o f lea rn in g  or the com m unity.

C onstructivism  as defined by Vygotsky, fo r example, expands the 

experience o f lea rn ing  fo r a ll in d iv id u a ls  w ith in  the context o f com m unity.
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The idea is  to lea rn  from  each other. Bowers seems to m isread th a t the focus 

on the in d iv id u a l as a basis o f the social u n it precludes a focus on 

com m unity. A  focus on the in d iv id u a l and the development o f a com m unal 

id e n tity  does not have to be an e ither/o r s itua tion , i.e. e ithe r in d iv id u a l or 

com m unity. To Bowers, i t  is  in d iv id u a l or com m unity. Dewey suggests an 

e ither/and idea, th a t has the in d iv id u a l in  com m unity. Dewey, as one o f the 

foundationa l th in ke rs  o f constructivism  as w e ll as Vygotsky who is 

representative o f the sociocultura l constructiv ists, ho ld the idea o f the 

in d iv id u a l and com m unity lea rn in g  together, one increasing the lea rn ing  o f 

the other. By focusing so m yopically on the idea o f the in d iv id u a l as the 

un derly ing  assum ption, Bowers misses th a t constructivism  holds some o f the 

key processes th a t can un lock an environm enta lly sustainable educational 

focus.

Bowers’ argum ent hinges not on constructivism  as a whole theory bu t 

ra th e r on the specific subset o f rad ica l constructivism . Von G lasersfeld (1996) 

as a lead ing and cu rren t example o f rad ica l constructivism , posits th a t 

re a lity  is  a personally, h ig h ly  id iosyncra tic  m enta l construct. Pedagogy 

based on rad ica l constructiv ism  enhances the taken-for-granted assum ptions 

regard ing the in d iv id u a l’s im portance re la tive  to personal m eaning and 

values. Bowers’ critiques, thereby, lan d  squarely on the philosophy o f the 

rad ica l constructiv ists.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



66
Despite Bowers’ critiques o f rad ica l constructivism  and h is 

m is in te rp re ta tion  o f Dewey’s th in k in g , he does offer p a rt o f the key fo r 

se tting  an agenda fo r a new type o f constructivism , w hich is  a m eld ing o f 

both environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  and sociocultural constructivism , and 

w hich w ill be re ferred to as com m unal constructivism . W hat Bowers suggests 

is  th a t not “p a rtic ip a tin g  in  a com m unity o f memory th a t fram es a common 

vision o f the fu tu re  dependent upon a process o f transgenerational 

com m unication” is  problem atic fo r a sustainable fu tu re  (1997, p. 123). Th is 

argum ent h ig h lig h ts  the specific tension between constructiv is t pedagogy 

and environm enta l su s ta inab ility : C onstructiv is t pedagogy, because i t  

focuses on personal m eaning m aking, lacks a set o f gu id ing  p rinc ip les th a t 

set a m oral compass as p a rt o f the in te r-genera tiona l decision-m aking 

process o f education.

The M ora l Compass: A  Set o f G uid ing P rincip les 

Em erging from  the lite ra tu re  o f environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  are the 

gu id ing  princ ip les fo r the pedagogy o f com m unal constructivism , w hich 

w ould have an overarching purpose to “ensure the q u a lity  o f life  fo r fu tu re  

generations” (Bowers, 2003, p. 122). W hat separates the em erging process o f 

com m unal constructivism  from  sociocultura l constructivism  and w ha t i t  

gains from  environm enta l sus ta inab ility , to some extent, is, as p a rt o f the 

process, a m oral compass from  w hich the process m ust flow . These gu id ing
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princ ip les in fo rm  the idea o f responsible embeddedness w ith in  a system of 

com m unity(ies). A lthough curren t examples lack the gu id ing  p rincip les, one 

can extrapolate from  the lite ra tu re  w ha t these w ould include.

Bowers (2003) offers one gu id ing  p rinc ip le . He posits th a t the “w e ll 

being o f the com m unity and the present generation has a responsib ility  to 

past and fu tu re  generations [w hich] cannot be reduced to a set o f policies 

determ ined by outsiders or by e lite  groups w ith in  the com m unity” (p. 10). 

Rather, Bowers considers i t  v ita l to understand pa tterns o f th in k in g  th a t can 

be destructive to environm enta l systems th a t derive from  an understanding 

tha t, “the tra d itio n s  o f d iffe re n t cu ltu re  com m unities have developed in  

response to liv in g  in  d iffe re n t physica l environm ents. Therefore, th e ir 

tra d itio n s  o f technology, pa tterns o f m u tua l support, ceremonies, knowledge 

o f local ecosystems, and so fo rth  should no t be subverted by abstractly 

fo rm ula ted ideas about the need fo r a un iversa l language, a w orld  

m onoculture, and an autonomous form  o f in d iv id u a lism ” (p. 10). T h is is  about 

the contract the cu rren t generation has w ith  the past. In  other words, th is  

contract is  reconciling the tensions between the needs o f the in d iv id u a l’s 

in te rests and the needs o f the com m unity. I t  is  about reconciling the tensions 

between the need to change and adapt to cu rren t conditions and the honoring 

o f “in te rgenera tiona l experience (trad itio ns) th a t have been tested” over tim e 

(p. 11). I t  is  about reconciling the “tensions between knowledge derived from  

theory and c ritic a l re flection , and knowledge based on d irect experience o f a
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place-centered life ” (p. 11). I t  is  about ba lancing an understanding o f the 

past, present, and fu tu re . “Too m uch emphasis on conform ity to the norm s o f 

the com m unity may lim it the development o f the in d iv id u a l’s special ta len ts 

and in terests, w h ile  a s ingu la r focus on the r ig h t o f the in d iv id u a l to become 

autonomous in  a ll aspects o f life  overlooks the m any ways they are 

dependent on the com m unity’s ne tw ork o f supports” (p. 11). One o f the 

gu id ing  p rinc ip les becomes: How does th is  (practice, process, pa tte rn  o f 

th in k in g , decision) help to susta in the q u a lity  o f life  fo r each in d iv id u a l and 

fo r the com m unity(ies) fo r generations to come? Such consideration o f 

in te rgenera tiona l re la tionsh ips requires not only discussions th a t are passed 

along ho rizon ta lly  th rough present tim e dia logic engagement o f various 

com m unities, b u t also v e rtica lly  through tim e by the com m unities’ discussion 

o f the re la tionsh ip  o f tra d itio n s  and cu ltu re  to the hea lth  o f the com m unity, 

the “in te rgenera tiona l experience” (p. 11).

Bateson (1991) offers another gu id ing  p rin c ip le  when he w rites  about 

one’s “organic perception” o f the w orld  (p. 26). W ith  th is  phrase, he was 

in d ica tin g  th a t how one perceived one’s place w ith in  the n a tu ra l w orld, 

w hich is  somewhere on a continuum  from  separate from  the rest o f the w orld  

to embedded in  it ,  affected how one understood and acted in  the w orld. For 

example, the more separate one perceives one’s se lf to be from  nature , the 

more com fortable one can become w ith  using na ture  as a resource fo r one’s 

own end. G u id ing p rinc ip les fo r com m unal constructivism  are the questions:
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How are we embedded w ith in  th is  system? How does w ha t we (collectively 

and/or in d iv id u a lly ) do affect th is  system?

O rr (1994) offers another gu id ing  p rin c ip le  when relates th a t the “goal 

o f education is  no t the m astery o f subject m atter. Subject m a tte r is  s im ply 

the tool” (p. 13). He was expressing th a t knowledge learned in  any subject 

m a tte r m ust be learned fo r a purpose and th a t purpose m ust be about asking 

the question: How does th is  knowledge affect hum an ity  and the w orld  in  

w hich people live?

Im p orta n tly , since com m unal constructivism  is about b u ild in g  

in te rgenera tiona l com m unity and is  rooted in  social constructivism , the 

process o f developing a set o f gu id ing p rinc ip les w ould be p a rt o f an on-going 

com m unity dialogic in q u iry . Such a process allows the gu id ing  compass to 

adapt to the changing environm ents and needs o f com m unity(ies) as they 

meet the basic tenets o f the p rincip les. I t  w ould be a liv in g  set o f p rinc ip les 

as opposed to procrustean ru les.

C onstructivism  Supportive o f E nvironm enta l S u s ta in a b ility  

The form s o f constructivism , however, th a t a lign  in  viab le  ways w ith  the 

c rite ria  Bowers argues is  necessary fo r a sustainable environm ent derive 

from  the sem inal w ork o f Vygotsky and the sociocultura l constructiv ists who 

are aware o f the embeddedness o f m eaning in  a social and c u ltu ra l context 

and th e ir m ediating influences. A  p o in t o f in tersection between sociocultural
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constructiv is t and environm enta lly sustainable epistemology is  the 

awareness o f how language transm its  and influences shared c u ltu ra l 

meanings. B runer (1992), fo r example, explores how cu ltu res w ork together 

using “shared sym bolic systems “and tra d itio n a lized  ways o f liv in g ” (p. 11). 

F u rthe r, social constructivism  is  concerned w ith  “the social pa tterns and 

ru les o f language use” (Ernest, 2004, p. 2). Social constructivism  does not 

focus on the in d iv id u a l b u t ra th e r on the shared experience o f a cu ltu re . Th is 

epistemology concerns its e lf w ith  “a system th a t both precedes and outlives 

the in d iv id u a l...it is  already constituted; i t  is  borrowed from  existing  

genres...already in  place” (Gergen, 2001, p. 805). I t  already has as an 

assum ption o f a connection, ph ilosophica lly, from  past generations to present 

generations. Through the d ia lectica l na tu re  o f social constructivism , i t  

connects present to fu tu re  generations. Thus, social constructiv ism  has 

another po in t o f in tersection w ith  environm enta l sus ta inab ility .

Social constructiv ism  provides fo r com m unal dialogue, p a rtic u la rly  

surround ing issues o f concern. Spector and K itsuse (1977) assert th a t “social 

problems are constructed by members o f society who a ttem pt to ca ll a tten tion  

to s itua tions they fin d  repugnant and who try  to m obilize the in s titu tio n s  to 

do som ething about them ” (p. 78). They lis t a num ber o f steps in  a process 

th a t groups use to develop a shared m eaning o f a social issue and th a t then 

a id  the group in  m ob iliz ing  to action. These steps include “de fin ing  the issue, 

g iv ing  i t  a name, developing a theory to account fo r th is  troub le” (p. 85). By
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going th rough th is  process, members o f society can make the issue clear fo r 

others and show i t  is  an experience th a t affects others as w e ll as, and 

im po rta n tly , an unsatisfactory live d  experience th a t has a p o ss ib ility  o f being 

transform ed in to  a more satisfactory live d  experience fo r everyone (Spector 

and K itsuse, 1977). The lite ra tu re  o f environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  seems to 

be going through th is  process o f socia lly constructing an issue in  order to 

m obilize society to action. However rea l the issue may be, especially 

concerning environm enta l concerns, the la rg e r society becomes m obilized 

effective ly when the problem  has been defined, named, unsatisfactory live d  

experiences have been c la rifie d , and solutions have been offered. The 

lite ra tu re  o f environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  has been doing ju s t th a t w ith  the 

added recognition th a t regard ing any solutions, “the cu rren t generation has a 

m oral responsib ility  to leave fu tu re  generations an environm ent th a t is  not 

degraded” (Bowers, 2003, p. 163).

Conservation was the term  used pre W orld W ar I I  to address the idea o f 

developing a com m unal awareness and process fo r ta k in g  care o f n a tu ra l 

resources (Scheffer, 1991). Concerned groups o f people began to become 

d isturbed by the W estern w orld  o f “burgeoning hum an popula tion, urban 

b lig h t, the p o llu tio n  o f a ir and w ater, the hazard o f anthropogenic chemicals, 

and the disappearance o f o ld w ilderness” (p.3). Thus, as Scheffer has stated, 

the idea o f conservation gave way to the cu rren t concept o f environm enta l 

su s ta inab ility . Th is cu rren t concept deals w ith  not on ly “w ha t and how” to
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sustain n a tu ra l resources bu t also “w hy” we need to deal w ith  it ,  i.e. su rv iva l 

o f life  on th is  p lanet (p.3). The activism  o f the 1960s and 1970s, w hich was 

given a c u ltu ra l voice by such w rite rs  as Rachel Carson (1962), defined the 

term  conservation in  m uch broader term s and named environm enta l 

degradation as an issue o f repugnance to grow ing social groups. F u rthe r, the 

grow ing epistemology o f environm entalism  began to center on the notion th a t 

su s ta in a b ility  was a m a tte r o f “a ttitu d e ” (p.33). In  order to transform  a 

change in  a ttitude , in fo rm a tion  had to be re la ted th a t dem onstrated the 

effect environm enta l issues were having  as p a rt o f a com m unal problem . The 

com m unity needed a s h ift in  perception regard ing how to go about everyday 

life  in  order to change.

In  th is  de fin ing  and nam ing a social problem  to make i t  re levan t to 

everyday life , i t  is  key to dem onstrate th a t the problem  is  solvable. Scheffer 

(1991) offers e igh t components to a solution:

• P lacing more emphasis on reducing hum an overpopulation.
• M easuring the ca rry ing  capacity o f local ecosystems and m anaging 

them  accordingly.
• R estoring (insofar as possible) and protecting the a g ricu ltu ra l base: 

the ancient and forever nursery o f hum ankind.
• C are fu lly  ra tio n in g  the use o f irreplaceable m inera ls and fuels.
• Stop disposing o f wastes by dum ping them  somewhere else.
• M easuring the hea lth  effects o f the m yriad  anthropogenic poisons 

w hich, unrecognized, enter our bodies every day.
• P lacing more emphasis on pro tecting  the p u rity  o f the shared w orld  

environm ents such as tro p ica l forests, the ocean, the atmosphere, and 
the stratosphere.

• P reserving the bio logical d ive rs ity , the earth ’s greatest treasure 
(pp. 167-168).
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Several o f these solutions ca ll fo r a change in  the basic assum ptions o f how 

we go about everyday life  in  W estern society. One is  sharing  the commons, 

in c lu d in g  land, ocean, a ir, and forests (Scheffer, 1991: Bowers, 2001).

To the cu rren t fo rm u la tion  o f the issues in  environm entalism , two key 

factors have been added (Scheffer, 1994). One is  the idea th a t issues th a t 

occur loca lly  affect the biosphere as a whole (Scheffer, 1991; Bowers, 2001; 

O rr, 1994). The second are the problem s o f overpopulation and the problems 

inh e re n t in  too m any people’s fo o tp rin t on the ecology o f the earth  (Scheffer, 

1991; Bess, 2003).

Shabecoff (2003) calls environm entalism  “a m ajor social movement, a 

movement th a t is  becoming one o f the most pow erfu l p o litic a l and cu ltu ra l 

forces o f our tim e” (p. x iv ). D u rin g  the 1970s and 1980s, people in  countries 

a ll over the w orld  were g iv ing  an environm enta l voice to the problem s o f 

ram pant in d u s tria lism  th a t consumes ever more n a tu ra l resources, invents 

synthetic substances and “spews the wastes and e ffluen ts...m any deadly to 

hum an hea lth  and the n a tu ra l environm ent—in to  the a ir, dumped in to  the 

waters, and bu ried  in  the earth. The residues o f in d u s tria l a c tiv ity  began to 

tu rn  up in  the shells o f b ird ’s eggs, in  the flesh o f anim als, in  m other’s m ilk , 

in  the blood o f ch ild ren  and in  the body fa t o f alm ost a ll hum ans” (p. 73).

The de fin ing  o f environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  and its  im p lica tions fo r 

hum an ity  are very much a p a rt o f the cu rren t socia lly constructed dialogue. 

Th is means as a shared c u ltu ra l m eaning, groups are engaged in  de fin ing  the
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problem  and m aking clear the unsatisfactory live d  experiences. Once a group 

has made the case fo r a social issue, constructiv is t approaches can be used to 

transfo rm  the so lu tion from  an issue th a t calls fo r action to becoming a way 

o f everyday life  fo r society. Schutz (1970) explores the idea o f social 

construction by analyzing w ha t is  im p o rta n t to everyday life . He posits th a t 

social re la tionsh ips are shared m eanings o f events, a lthough there are 

overlapping meanings, not qu ite  captured in  the shared meanings, w hich are 

unique to each person. He argued th a t a key factor fo r understanding social 

systems is  the notion o f relevance. W hat is  re levant to a c u ltu ra l group is  the 

“h ie rarchy o f values any social and c u ltu ra l group establishes as its  dom ain 

o f relevance” (W agner, 1970, p. 24). These “domains o f relevance” are 

established through c u ltu ra lly  shared m eanings and c rite ria  o f w hat are 

valued in  each c u ltu ra l group, values w hich are passed on to succeeding 

generations (p.24). In  Bowers’ (2003) language, these are “in te rgenera tiona l 

experiences” o f a cu ltu re  group or the tra d itio n s  th a t are passed down from  

one generation to the next and w hich are the contract o f the past generation 

w ith  the fu tu re  (p. 11). Some o f these values are passed down through 

assumptions, some hidden and some exp lic it, about w ha t is  o f im portance in  

everyday life . W agner (1970) offers the example o f a society w hich holds two 

d iffe ren t domains o f relevance. One society m igh t ho ld “technical 

achievement” as dom inant in  w hich case sk ills  o f m ath, science and 

an a ly tica l th in k in g  w ould be valued (24). The other group m igh t ho ld
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“re lig ious achievem ent” as the h ighest value in  w hich case a d iffe re n t set o f 

s k ills  w ould be valued (p.24).

Thereby, social com m unities have h ie ra rch ica l sets o f shared values 

w hich are passed on from  generation to generation. To change a h ie ra rch ica l 

value, the firs t step is  to  define i t  as a dom ain o f relevance w ith in  the shared 

m eaning o f a social system. “The order o f domains o f relevances p re va ilin g  

in  a p a rticu la r social group is  its e lf an elem ent o f the re la tive  n a tu ra l 

conception o f the w orld  taken fo r granted by the in-group as an unquestioned 

way o f life ” (Schutz, 1970, pp. 114-115).

Th is may be the case fo r environm enta lly sustainable epistemology. 

Regardless o f the re a litie s  o f environm enta l degradations— depletion o f the 

ozone layer, m e lt down o f glaciers w orldw ide, increasing greenhouse gases— 

the firs t step in  m aking environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  a dom ain o f relevance 

is  to question the unquestioned way o f life . The focus o f the lite ra tu re  o f 

environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  seems to do th a t: raise the question about a 

social system’s cu rren t way o f life  and the consequences o f such a path.

O rr (1994) questions the purposes o f lea rn ing  and the consequences 

those purposes have fo r fu tu re  generations. He believes th a t “a ll education is  

environm enta l education” (p. 12). No m a tte r w ha t subject area is  being 

taught, each d iscip line is  a p a rt o f the other, influences the other, and they 

a ll in fluence w ha t occurs in  the n a tu ra l w orld. He uses as an example the 

teaching o f economics, argu ing th a t economics has “im p o rta n t ecological
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lessons” contained w ith in  it ,  as do a ll o f the disciplines (p. 12). He fu rth e r 

argues th a t i t  is  im p o rta n t to understand th a t “knowledge carries w ith  i t  the 

responsib ility  to see th a t i t  is  used w e ll in  the w orld” (p. 13).

Educators as change agents can a id  in  th is  process by understanding 

constructivism  as tool o f social change and by using the process approach o f 

constructiv is t pedagogy as a means to connect to the personal in te rests o f the 

student. C onstructivism  is  an epistemology and a pedagogy o f personal 

m eaningfulness. I t  is  also an “in te lle c tu a l tool” to connect specific and 

content rich  knowledge to “having ideas o f w hat to do, a t ra is in g  questions, 

and a t answ ering [one’s] own questions” (D uckw orth, 1996, p. 10). I t  is  a way 

to connect a social issue to in d iv id u a ls  in  a pedagogy o f personal in te rest.

U sing a constructiv is t approach to pedagogy, educators can b u ild  on 

personal connection, to help students form  cognitive scaffo ld ing between 

p rio r and new knowledge and the la rg e r p ic tu re  o f the connectiv ity o f 

knowledge th a t has m eaning. To accomplish th is , p rov id ing  fo r m eaningfu l 

experience fo r students is  essential. As m any expert teachers in tu itiv e ly  

understand, “know ing and lea rn ing  take on im portance on ly when we are 

convinced i t  m atters, i t  makes a difference” (M eier, 2002, p.41). For students 

to become fu lly  engaged in  the lea rn ing  process, according to Gadamer, 

“som ething awakens our in te rest—th is  is  re a lly  w hat comes firs t!” (C ited in  

Jard ine, C liffo rd , &  Friesen, 2003, p. vx). To fa c ilita te  th is  we m ust in v ite  

students in to  the educational conversation. By using an approach th a t is
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personally m eaningful, through in q u iry , teachers can connect students in  

in te lle c tu a l and em otional spaces where “an unexpected question triggers an 

exciting  and provocative tangent; the changing moods and emotions o f 

in d iv id u a ls  create a unique and often perp lexing life /w o rld  in  classroom s...” 

(S la tte ry &  Rapp, 2003, p. 96).

B u t as Bowers (2001) has stated, connecting to personally m eaning 

lea rn ing  in  a constructiv is t sense w ith  its  overemphasis on in d iv id u a lism  

m ay not e xp lic itly  or im p lic itly  teach the concepts o f com m unity, tra d itio n s , 

and in te rgenera tiona l re la tionsh ips and m ay im p lic itly  teach ways o f 

th in k in g  th a t reinforce in d iv id u a lism  to the de trim ent o f com m unity, 

tra d itio n s , and in te rgenera tiona l responsib ility . As an example o f e xp lic itly  

taugh t concepts, “few  in  the constructiv is t classroom w ould be able to 

recognize the difference between an older person and an elder, or understand 

the im portance o f elder knowledge to the m oral ecology o f the com m unity” (p. 

70). E lder knowledge is  defined as “esteemed elders...those in d iv id u a ls  who 

have experienced a profound and compassionate reconcilia tion o f outer and 

in n e r directed knowledge, ra th e r than  v ir tu a lly  anyone who has made 

m a te ria l achievem ent or s im ply survived to chronological o ld age” (S uzuki &  

Knudtson, 1992, p. 18). E lder knowledge can “penetrate to the deepest and 

most h e a rtfe lt realm s o f hum an understanding” (p.230).

Perhaps environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy as a theory o f teaching 

can in fo rm  constructiv is t lea rn ing  theory by ho ld ing the in d iv id u a l and the
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com m unity in  re la tionsh ip . I t  can dem onstrate how the in d iv id u a l is  

embedded in  nature , is  p a rt o f the process o f a system’s approach to life , is  

p a rt o f the cause and effect o f w hat happens to the environm ent. We are 

already in  com m unity. Com m unal constructivism  can offer the gu id ing  

princ ip les o f in te rgenera tiona l pedagogy. I t  can fu rth e r offer specific 

in s tru c tio n a l strategies, processes, and models o f teaching as w e ll as 

d iffe ren t assum ptions about the act and experience o f teaching, in c lu d in g  its  

form  and content. M oving the lea rne r beyond the notion o f the in d iv id u a l as 

the basis o f society-- i.e. society defined as a group o f in d iv id u a ls - m igh t be 

accomplished by using environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  as the content o f 

pedagogy, w ith  a constructiv is t approach. In  th is  way the personal can be 

connected to the com m unal th rough the content o f environm enta l 

sus ta inab ility , yet offered th rough experien tia l and in q u iry  based processes.

A  c ritic a l use o f com m unal constructivism  can “b u ild  tow ard an 

understanding and a capacity to pa rtic ipa te  in  a complex social and b io logical 

w orld” (Bateson, 1994, p. 24). L ike  a ch ild  begins life  w ith  a self-centered 

in te res t in  h is /her own needs (food, w arm th, love), so can teaching begin w ith  

personal m eaningfulness. L ike  a ch ild  m atures in to  caring fo r others beyond 

its  own se lf-in terest, so teaching can connect and extend personal 

m eaningfulness to com m unal and environm enta l m eaningfulness by using 

the processes o f constructiv is t lea rn ing  theory and the content o f 

environm enta l su s ta inab ility .
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79

PEDAGOGICAL IM P LIC A TIO N S

Com m unal constructiv ism  begins w ith  gu id ing p rinc ip les and includes 

processes th a t merge both sociocultura l constructivism  and the pedagogy o f 

environm enta l su s ta in a b ility . In  practice, cu rren t em erging practices exist to 

begin to dem onstrate how com m unal constructivism  can look. I t  is  im p o rta n t 

to note, however, th a t these are in it ia l forays in to  com m unal construc tiv is t 

processes. As such, these practices become overly focused on cu rricu la  and 

content, especially science content, and less focused on the pedagogical 

processes as they re la te  to lea rn ing . There is  a reason fo r th is .

P a rt o f the problem  stems from  the lite ra tu re ’s nam ing o f the fram ew ork 

as environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy. Spector and K itsuse (1977) state 

th a t how one names an issue structures how one w ill fram e and o rien t to the 

issue. By nam ing th is  body o f lite ra tu re  under the ru b ric  o f environm enta l 

sus ta inab ility , the pedagogy w hich flow s from  i t  is  hobbled by th a t name. As 

O rr (1994) argues, “a ll education is  environm enta l education” (p 12). I t  is  a 

process th a t has im p lica tions in  a ll the d iscip lines in c lu d in g  social, economic, 

in te rn a tio na l, hum an ities, arts, and sciences, to name a few, w e ll beyond 

only environm enta l concerns. Com m unal constructivism  is  a pedagogical 

process th a t helps to understand how systems w ork. I t  is  a process guided by
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a set o f p rinc ip les and by a purpose o f lea rn ing  th a t is  focused on how 

com m unity and the in d iv id u a ls  w ith in  various com m unities are p a rt o f the 

process.

Because environm enta l su s ta in a b ility  tends to focus on the 

environm ent, w hat is  transla ted  in to  pedagogical practice--just as is  often 

transla ted  in to  leg is la tive  practice—is  the obvious lin k  to the science o f 

sus ta inab ility , ra th e r than  the la rg e r context o f the tra n sd isc ip lin a ry  

processes o f com m unal constructivism  suggested by the gu id ing  princ ip les 

and the processes o f sociocultura l constructiv ism  and environm enta l 

sustainable pedagogy. The process o f com m unal constructivism  begins w ith  

and is  in form ed by the gu id ing princip les. Comm unal constructiv ism  is  also 

in form ed by the pedagogical im p lica tions o f sociocultural constructivism , fo r 

example, in q u iry  as process. I t  is  also in form ed by the systems th in k in g  o f 

environm enta l sustainable pedagogy w hich, as p a rt o f its  process, often 

begins investiga tion  in  local knowledge and then moves to la rge r contexts. I t  

is  also in form ed by environm enta lly sustainable pedagogy’s idea o f our 

embeddedness in  a n a tu ra l system as opposed to the C artesian’s view  th a t we 

are separate from  the system.

H utch ison (1998) asserts th a t ‘le a rn in g  is  not sim ply an in te lle c tu a l 

exercise, well-rem oved from  the w orld  outside the classroom, b u t ra th e r as a 

c u ltu ra l endeavor on the p a rt o f the ch ild , who is  b u ild in g  the foundations o f 

an em erging cosmology o f the w orld” (p. 127). The purpose o f education, then,
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is  to “n u rtu re  in  ch ild ren  an ecologically sensitive view  o f the w orld ,” a view  

th a t is  “b iocentric ra th e r than  an anthropocentric” (p. 153). Thus, com m unal 

constructivism  w ould transfo rm  the underly ing  assum ptions o f sociocultural 

constructivism . C onstructivism  has as an assum ption the idea th a t the 

in d iv id u a l is  the basic u n it o f society, a lthough in fluenced by society. An 

outgrow th o f th is  assum ption is  th a t the in d iv id u a l is  free from  the 

constra in ts o f past or fu tu re  and unbounded by ties to responsib ilities other 

than to se lf and those self-im posed to the idea o f an in d iv id u a l embedded 

w ith in  a com m unity responsible to and fo r th a t com m unity. Com m unal 

constructivism  has the underly ing  assum ption th a t com m unity is  the basic 

form  o f society w ith  an understanding o f the im portance o f the in d iv id u a l. 

Th is means “shaping a cu ltu re  th a t is  more responsive to the needs o f hum an 

beings and the requirem ents o f n a tu ra l systems. W hen we re fe r to ‘cu ltu re ’ in  

th is  way, we are no t suggesting a single set o f responses th a t m ust be 

id e n tica lly  adopted by a ll people; such a cu ltu re  may w e ll be m u ltifaceted in  

its  m anifestations” (S m ith  &  W illiam s, 1999, p .l) . An outgrow th o f th is  is  a 

“m oral recip rocity w ith in  com m unities th a t ensures a balance between” the 

in d iv id u a l and the com m unity needs (Bowers, 2003, p. 88). As an example, 

th is  can mean “in d iv id u a ls  m ust be granted the opportun ity  to critic ize  

oppressive re la tions and the freedom to leave com m unity, b u t a lso...to  seek 

security and satisfaction th rough collective e ffo rt instead o f in d iv id u a l 

s triv in g ” (S m ith  &  W illiam s, 1999, p. 2). I t  is  the underly ing  process o f
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education th a t becomes d iffe ren t. The lens through w hich education is 

viewed sh ifts  from  analysis and problem  solving, i.e. re la tin g  to issues as 

though they were problem s to be solved. R ather, the process becomes 

understanding th a t “hum an cu ltu res have arisen in  response to the demands 

and opportun ities o f p a rticu la r ecosystems” (Sm ith &  W illiam s, 1999, p .3). 

Hum ans, then view  the process as embeddedness in  a system, the flow  and 

ebb o f th a t system and one’s (in d iv id u a lly  and collective ly) effect on 

in te ra c tin g  w ith in  th a t system.

W ith in  schools, com m unal constructiv ism  as pedagogical practice 

involves a tra nsd isc ip lin a ry , h o lis tic  approach to education (K e ife r &

Kemple, 1999). E ducational practice, fo r example, can be grounded in  the 

study o f b ioregional knowledge through investiga tion  in to  loca l com m unities 

and resources (O rr, 1994; K ie fe r &  Kemple, 1999; Bowers, 2001).

Specifically, cu rricu lum  becomes based on several basic understandings: 

in te rgenera tiona l th in k in g , systems th in k in g , dialogic and in q u iry  based 

processes, embeddedness in  a n a tu ra l w o rld  inc lud ing  com m unity, ho lis tic , 

tra n sd ic ip lin a ry  education. As S m ith  (2002) states, “the aim  is  to  ground 

lea rn ing  in to  local phenomena and students’ live d  experience” (p. 584). In  

th is  way students can use the process o f connecting from  personal experience 

by studying local systems and then move to connecting th a t lea rn ing  to 

investiga ting  ever la rg e r com m unal systems and how these systems 

interconnect and affect hu m an ity  econom ically, socially, p o litica lly ,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



83
environm enta lly, etc. In  th is  way, students can also become in v ite d  to 

pa rtic ipa te  in  com m unity, e ithe r loca lly  or on a la rge r scale, as p a rt o f the 

knowledge base, decision-base, or active process o f com m unity issues.

S m ith  (2002) asserts th a t bioreg ional knowledge as fundam enta l 

beginn ing p o in t fo r sustainable education provides a way fo r students “to 

connect themselves more deeply to  th e ir own tra d itio n s” (p.586). I t  also 

provides a venue fo r the study o f ecology and how each person lives and by 

extension w hat each person values, and how th a t value affects the ecology o f 

the earth. I t  allows fo r an “ind uction  in to  com m unity processes” and a sense 

o f agency regard ing com m unal life  (p. 590). A d d itio n a lly , i t  allows fo r 

tra nsd isc ip lin a ry  curricu lum .

Keep in  m ind  th a t ex isting  exem plars tend to focus on the content o f th is  

pedagogy (bioregional knowledge, environm ent as content) more than  the 

processes (in q u iry  lea rn ing , transgenerational lea rn ing , and our 

embeddedness w ith in  systems), and lack the e xp lic it gu id ing  p rincip les.

Em erging Pedagogical Practice 

P ractitioners are, however, m oving in  the d irection o f dem onstrating 

how com m unal constructivism , as a budding process, can look. The 

E nvironm enta l M idd le  School in  P ortland, Oregon cu rre n tly  hosts a student 

popula tion o f 218 students in  grades 6-8. EMS is  a m ixed grade school in  

w hich students are lea rn ing  to become “engaged and ecologically lite ra te
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citizens” (Sm ith, 2004, p .73). The school’s cu rricu la r content is  

fundam enta lly  based on bioregional knowledge as the students develop a 

“deep regard fo r the land, the a ir, w ater, and each other” (p.84). The 

curricu lum , then “addresses the hea lth  o f social and n a tu ra l systems” (p. 77). 

The process th a t is  used as students engage in  the study o f the bioregion is 

often in q u iry  based-- a constructiv is t process. In  fact, one o f the m ajor 

questions th a t the students answer th roughout th e ir tim e a t EMS is  th is : 

“W hat k in d  o f places do we w an t to keep and w ha t w ill we have to do to do 

that?” (p. 84). As K ie fe r and Kem ple (1999) assert “by lin k in g  education and 

ecology a t the very heart o f the school development process, we are both 

p rov id ing  schools w ith  rea l-w orld  context fo r lea rn ing  to take place and 

b u ild in g  a foundation fo r h o lis tic  education th a t honors the n a tu ra l 

connectedness o f a ll th ings” (p.43). Th is includes addressing more tha n  ju s t 

ecological issues b u t encompassing a ne tw ork o f embedded, connected 

systems inc lud ing , fo r example, social, p o litica l, and economic, to name a few.

Located in  B ar H arbor, M aine, the College o f the A tla n tic  is  s im ila rly  a 

tra nsd isc ip lin a ry  curricu lum , a t the college level. Local b ioregional 

knowledge is  the fundam enta l cu rricu la r content here, also. “The College o f 

the A tla n tic  enriches the lib e ra l a rts tra d itio n  through a d is tinc tive  

educational philosophy—hum an ecology. A  hum an ecological perspective 

in tegra tes knowledge from  all academic disciplines and from  personal 

experience to investigate -a n d  u ltim a te ly  im prove—the re la tionsh ips
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between hum an beings and our social and natural com m unities” (College o f 

A tla n tic , 2004, p .l) . A lthough the college offers one undergraduate degree in  

hum an ecology, i t  offers several in  graduate studies in c lu d in g  educational 

studies as w e ll as teacher ce rtifica tion  in  environm enta l science, museum 

education, and social studies. T h e ir tra nsd isc ip lin a ry , h o lis tic  program  offers 

a way to investigate , study, and understand the “in te ractio n  o f people and 

n a tu ra l systems” (College o f A tla n tic , 2004, p .l) . S im ila r to EMS in  

Portland, the program s in  th is  lib e ra l a rts college explore the idea o f the 

interconnection and embeddedness o f the hum an com m unity w ith in  the 

n a tu ra l w orld , s ta rtin g  a t the local b ioregional leve l then m oving beyond the 

local com m unity leve l to an in te rn a tio n a l level.

Facu lty  from  the M oray House School o f Education a t the U n ive rs ity  o f 

E d inburgh in  the U n ite d  K ingdom  and the In s titu te  o f Education a t 

M anchester M e tropo litan  U n ive rs ity  collaborated on an education module 

th a t developed a study guide fo r p rim a ry  and secondary teachers. Th is guide 

is  based on the SEEPS (Sustainable Education in  European P rim ary  Schools) 

project and is  the U K ’s con tribu tion  to the w ork o f the UNESCO teacher 

advisory group fo r educating fo r sus ta inab ility . The modules advocate a 

h o lis tic  approach to education. The content o f the cu rricu lum  investigates 

local bioreg ional knowledge and uses constructiv is t approaches, p a rtic u la rly  

those w hich “recognize th a t lea rn in g  requires the b u ild in g  o f m eaning by 

learners through social netw orks” (Educating fo r a Sustainable Fu ture , 2004,
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p .l) . Again, the focus o f the modules is  to help students become 

environm enta lly educated and ecologically lite ra te  and to understand 

hum an ity ’s embeddedness in  the n a tu ra l w orld  and the interconnectedness o f 

a ll life .

T ha t a com m unity engaged in  re flective dialogue is  an im p o rta n t aspect 

to the education o f a com m unity is  reflected in  the Sustainable Developm ent 

In itia tiv e  o f Canada. The Council o f M in is te rs  o f Education, M anitoba 

Education and T ra in in g  (Sustainable Developm ent In itia tiv e ) acknowledged 

the need fo r “a general pub lic  invo lvem ent in  the process th a t provides the 

com m unity w ith  a forum  fo r discussing local su s ta in a b ility  and a p la tfo rm  to 

id e n tify  p rio ritie s  and actions to be taken (CMEC, 1999, p. 100). As Spector 

and K itsuse (1977) argue, i t  is  th rough an engagement in  socia lly constructed 

argum ent over socia lly constructed issues th a t action w ill occur. Sustainable 

education fosters such a s itua tion . In  fact, one o f the em erging core princ ip les 

o f environm enta l education is  the “preparation fo r w ork as activ is ts able to 

negotiate local, regional, and na tiona l governm ental structures in  an e ffo rt to 

adopt policies th a t support social justice  and ecological su s ta in a b ility  (Sm ith, 

1999, p .7). C onstructivism  is  tie d  to personal exp loration o f m eaningfulness. 

W ith  investigations in to  b ioregional and local issues, the personal, in d iv id u a l 

focus o f pedagogy can be transform ed to a com m unal focus regard ing the 

needs o f society and each person’s embeddedness in  nature.
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A t the core o f constructivism  is  the perception th a t the in d iv id u a l is 

disconnected from , ra th e r than  embedded w ith in , the n a tu ra l environm ent 

(Bowers, 2001). I t  is  th is  perception w hich has the fee ling o f being “detached 

from  our relatedness to one another” (Sm ith, 1992, p .40). Educators are key 

in  th e ir m ediating position fo r preparing  students fo r a s h iftin g  from  the 

everyday live d  experience o f the underly ing  assum ption th a t the in d iv id u a l 

is  the basis o f society. Instead, “an educational model capable o f 

tra n sm ittin g  and con firm ing  [a d iffe ren t] w orldv iew ...w ou ld  draw  ch ild ren  

in to  the live d  experience o f interre la tedness and away from  the detached 

independence cu rre n tly  cu ltiva ted  in  contem porary classrooms” (S m ith , 1992, 

p.93). The underly ing  assum ption o f the everyday live d  experience could 

become the b e lie f th a t com m unity is  the basis o f society.

U nderstandably, educational transfo rm ation  as a socia lly constructed 

issue aids in  g iv ing  a venue fo r c u ltu ra l groups to develop shared m eanings 

regard ing issues w hich are o f im portance to a group and th a t can become a 

fram e o f reference in  a changing paradigm . As an in it ia l step in  the process, 

through the use o f constructiv is t pedagogical process using environm enta lly 

sustainable pedagogical content and gu id ing  princip les, a transfo rm ative  

educational agenda w ith in  schools systems can be fostered.

A lthough there are a num ber o f people w ritin g  about how to educate fo r 

environm enta l su s ta in a b ility—Bowers (2003), O rr (1994), H utch ison (1998), 

S m ith  (2002), fo r example—there is  no theory o f teaching th a t comes from
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th is  lite ra tu re  base. I t  seems, however, th a t th is  is  one o f the directions i t  is 

heading in  reference to educational im p lica tions. There is  an overarching 

educational fram ew ork and gu id ing  p rinc ip les em erging from  these sources 

th a t have roots in  environm enta lly sustainable and constructiv is t pedagogy.

For example, one d irection is  the emphasis on local knowledge as a 

means fo r ecological su s ta in a b ility ; another is  an emphasis on “h o lis tic  

education th a t honors the n a tu ra l interconnectedness o f a ll th ings (K ie fe r &  

Kemple, 1999, p. 43). Education based on the dialogic re flection  o f the 

“experiences o f com m unity” is  another (Bowers, 2003, p.9). Th is means th a t 

being p a rt o f a com m unity requires “con tinua l re flection by members o f a 

com m unity” (p. 10). Change is  not a lin e a r progression. R ather, change is 

“viewed as p a rt o f a contract the cu rren t generation has w ith  the past and 

fu tu re  generations” (p. 10). As such, the im p o rta n t question o f w hat places we 

w ant to conserve and w ha t we should do about i t  th a t are asked a t the 

E nvironm enta l M idd le  School in  P ortland, Oregon and by extension a t the 

College o f the A tla n tic  and the study guides o f the U n ite d  K ingdom ’s jo in t 

education program  needs to be asked in  lig h t o f these issues: “W hat 

tra d itio n s  o f d iffe re n t cu ltu res have developed in  response to liv in g  in  

d iffe ren t physica l environm ents?” (Bowers, 2003, p. 10) How do “tra d itio n s  o f 

technologies, pa tterns o f m u tua l support...know ledge o f local ecosystems” 

help hu m an ity  and the ecology o f the w orld  to survive? (Bowers, 2003, p. 10)
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Bess (2003) w rites about the tensions hum an ity  holds in  paradox as we 

try  to problem  solve the damage we cu rre n tly  do to the environm ent. He 

posits th a t

We are deeply w ired, most o f us, to form  concepts about our 
surroundings, and then to take action, m aking tang ib le  adjustm ents in  
the re a lity  th a t confronts us, u n til i t  conforms more closely w ith  our 
ideas. We are inve tera te  in te rfe re rs. A nd yet, i t  seems, th is  is 
precisely the h a b it we w ould have to un learn, i f  we wanted to have a 
chance o f stem m ing the ris in g  tide  o f a rtific ia liza tio n . We w ould have 
to lea rn  how to be com fortable w ith  ho ld ing  back, standing clear, 
re fra in in g . The opposite o f in te rven tion . The opposite o f control. (Bess, 
2003, p. 282).

He explores the idea o f characteristics o f the w ilderness areas o f the w orld.

He defines w ilderness not ju s t as the areas one w ould n a tu ra lly  th in k  about 

lik e  a H im alayan m ounta in  peak or a w ild  riv e r gorge, b u t ra th e r to accept 

the idea o f w ildness, i.e. “a llow ing  life  enough breathing-room  to develop 

according to its  own powers, w ith o u t interference, r ig h t alongside our hum an 

species (Bess, 2003, p. 282). T ha t means th a t there w ould be w ildness to 

protected areas o f the w orld  th a t m igh t have some w ilderness aspects to them  

already, aspects th a t have no t been encroached upon by hum an endeavors or 

in te rven tions or management. T hat also means a llow ing an am ount o f 

w ildness to our own backyards where we “a llow ” life  to go on w ith o u t hum an 

in te rven tion , where we give up our own control.

He describes these tw o possib ilities as “Eco-Management and Eco- 

R estra in t” (Bess, 2003, p. 279). In  Eco-Management, the fram ew ork o f 

knowledge production w ould be h o lis tic  and systemic in  w hich the
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environm ent w ould be managed under va ry ing  sorts o f contro l. The other 

w ould be Eco-R estraint in  w hich some o f the environm ent w ould be managed 

and some w ould be outside o f hum an control, w ith o u t hum an access, 

“de lim ited areas” (p. 282).

For sustainable education, educators w ill also need to ho ld  a s im ila r 

w ildness: le ttin g  go o f the cu rren t paradigm  and g iv ing  over to ho lis tic , 

tra nsd isc ip lin a ry  education. “The goal o f education can become to connect 

in te lligence w ith  an emphasis on whole systems,” not to confuse in fo rm a tion  

w ith  knowledge, and to understand knowledge and its  “effects on rea l people 

and th e ir com m unities” (O rr, 1994, pp. 11- 13). Thus, the im portance o f local 

b ioregional knowledge is  to connect the content o f lea rn ing  in  loca l com m unal 

knowledge th a t can extend in to  the la rge r knowledge o f interconnectedness 

beyond the local. I t  is  also im p o rta n t to acknowledge th a t “process is 

im p o rta n t fo r lea rn ing ” (p. 14). Th is extends in to  constructiv is t ways o f 

lea rn ing  th a t m a rry  sociocultura l and social constructivism  and the 

d ia logica l na tu re  o f com m unity b u ild in g  w ith  the processes o f environm enta l 

su s ta inab ility . In  th is  way students can understand a connection between 

knowledge and com m unity, w hich extends personal m eaningfulness to 

com m unal and environm enta l m eaningfulness.

Com m unal constructivism , therefore, offers new assumptions.

H um an ity  is  embedded in  nature, not separate from  it .  Transgenerational 

knowledge is  im p o rta n t to our su rv iva l; the cu ltu res and tra d itio n s  o f the
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past can in fo rm  the present. The present generation pays a tten tion  to these 

cultures and tra d itio n s  as we ho ld  re flective com m unal dialogues in  order to 

decide how to pass on to the next fou r generations an environm ent th a t has 

no t been damaged. An outgrow th o f th is  assum ption is  the need to liv e  on 

the earth w ith  a sm alle r fo o tp rin t.

A nd fin a lly , there is  the assum ption th a t the com m unity, ra th e r than 

the in d iv id u a l, is  the basic social u n it. Th is is  d iffe ren t than  social 

constructivism  w hich is  based on the assum ption o f the in d iv id u a l, i.e. the 

in d iv id u a l in  conversation. In  social constructivism , how in d iv id u a ls  

construct a shared m eaning and a shared understanding o f cu ltu re  is  the 

focus. Com m unal constructivism  is  also d iffe re n t than social c u ltu ra l 

constructivism , w hich also has the assum ption o f the in d iv id u a l as o f prim e 

im portance: th is  approach to lea rn ing  involves how the in d iv id u a l constructs 

lea rn ing  w ith in  the arch itecture o f one’s m ind  in fluenced by social and 

c u ltu ra l in te raction . Com m unal constructivism  offers a focus on com m unity 

as o f prim e im portance. I t  is  the re la tionsh ip  o f com m unities w ith  the liv in g  

system o f a conscious p lane t and the re la tionsh ip  o f each in d iv id u a l w ith in  

th a t system th a t is  o f p rim a ry  focus, not the in d iv id u a l. C om m unity can be 

comprised o f d iffe rin g  social u n its  such as the com m unity o f fa m ily , o f cu ltu re  

group, o f loca l com m unity, etc. W ith  the processes o f tra d itio n a l 

constructivism  in fo rm in g  the processes o f environm enta l su s ta in a b ility , 

com m unal constructivism  can begin to develop in to  a teaching theory th a t
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can be a source o f connection, not com partm entalization in to  disparate 

d isciplines, and a source o f com m unal cooperation and id e n tity , not 

in d iv id u a l com petition and iso la tion . The process o f cooperative lea rn ing , 

in q u iry , experien tia l lea rn ing , as examples o f constructiv is t pedagogical 

processes, can be sources o f connection to w ha t is  m eaningfu l to each person’s 

heart and sense o f who she/he is  in  the w orld . Schooling however, is  a 

concept and not a place. By m oving school beyond the school house w a lls and 

in to  the com m unity by beginn ing w ith  the study o f loca l b ioregional 

knowledge offers lea rn ing  on so m any levels. I t  offers a connection to elder 

knowledge as students explore the knowledge base o f those adults who know  

w hat there is  to know  deeply and w e ll about the local regional systems. I t  

offers a venue fo r exp loring connections to the com m unity and how each 

person affects com m unity, can become invo lved in  com m unity, and is  a p a rt 

o f com m unity. I t  offers a venue fo r exp loring system ic effects o f one’s local 

com m unity to the la rge r systems beyond the local--from  the singu la r, local to 

the com m unal whole. The pedagogical im p lica tions o f com m unal 

constructivism  can also offer eva luative c rite ria  fo r dia logic com m unity 

decision m aking regard ing the system ic effects o f w hat one (s ingu la r or 

com m unal usage) does by answering questions o f : How does th is  affect the 

fu tu re  fo r our ch ild ren  generations from  now? How does th is  preserve the 

tra d itio n s  and cu ltu res o f d iffe re n t com munities? How are those tra d itio n s  

and cu ltu res he lp ing  or ha rm ing  the preservation o f the ecosystem fo r the
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present and fu tu re  generations? These are p a rt o f on-going v ib ra n t 

com m unal conversations. P iaget has said th a t the “property o f knowledge is 

the a tta inm ent o f tru th ; whereas the property o f life  is  sim ply the quest fo r 

su rv iva l” (Piaget, 1967/1971, p. 361). U ltim a te ly , in  com m unal 

constructivism , the quest fo r tru th  and knowledge and the quest fo r su rv iva l 

can be woven in to  a single tapestry by being aware o f how our pa tte rns o f 

th in k in g , educational processes, and actions help us a ll to lead m eaningfu l 

lives th a t con tribu te  to grow th personally and com m unally and, in  the 

process, re su lt in  a hea lthy ecosystem fo r our ch ild ren ’s ch ildren.
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