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Purpose of this booklet 

             
 

 This resource attempts to look critically at a broad range of methods and activities used in 

environmental education centres of the Wildlife and Environment Society of South Africa 

(WESSA). It is by no means comprehensive and many activities have been left out. Some of 

the more common activities and methods are explored in terms of: 

 

 the context in which they emerged; 

 

 the educational thinking that underpins them; and 

 

 how they can be adapted or used in different contexts. 

 

The intention of this discussion is to stimulate critical evaluation of centre-based 

environmental education activities. It is hoped to stimulate a deeper questioning of the 

„WHY?‟ behind the work we do. 

 

Bear in mind that this booklet is written from the author‟s and contributors‟ perspectives and 

understanding of methods, activities and educational theories. As such it may provide a 

useful reference for the evaluation of your own work. The context of the activities and 

methods referred to may be different to yours so let it stir you to go through the same process 

the author did in researching and writing the booklet. 
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Introduction 

             
 
In my experience, many people enter into environmental education with a passion for beautiful wild 

places and a love of humanity. Environmental education offers to us, an opportunity to work with 

people in resolving the conflicts between our lifestyles and the resultant crisis in all spheres of the 

environment. One starts off very focused on the biophysical issues and problems with the noble but 

somewhat idealistic notion of “working to save the planet from humanity‟s destructive ways.”  

 

As one starts to run environmental education programmes and also begins to think more deeply about 

them, it becomes clear that the biophysical issues are complex and intricately linked to social, 

economic and political issues. This complexity can become overwhelming and it becomes tempting 

to run back with tail between the legs to a narrow nature-centred approach to environmental 

education. This is appropriate at times but can be limiting. Much good can come of purely nature 

orientated environmental education. An example is Twinstreams, the centre at which I work. 

Twinstreams is situated near Mtunzini on the KwaZulu/Natal North Coast. For over 40 years, 

strongly nature-orientated environmental education has been taking place and Dr Ian Garland, the 

founder of Twinstreams, has grounded this in an amazing nature restoring initiative. Badly degraded 

farmlands have been transformed into beautiful indigenous forests and wetlands. 

 

However, with current social pressures, economic growth and political changes taking place in South 

Africa, a broader application of the Twinstreams type nature restoration initiative and environmental 

education programmes throughout South Africa is unlikely unless these complex issues are grappled 

with.  

 

Unless environmental education initiatives start to grapple with the complex social, economic and 

political issues in their intricate interconnectedness with the biophysical and each other, they stand 

the risk of becoming irrelevant, ineffective and even counter-productive. 

Even more, the very educational processes and ideas that underpin a broader environmental education 

initiative need to be carefully thought out and understood. We live in a diverse country with a 

complex history. If in our environmental education we scratch only on the surface of one isolated 

aspect of the environment, we are certainly doomed to be only an irritating rash brushed over by 

powerful social, economic and political processes and events. 

 

In this era of globalisation (of economies, the free-market, multinational companies, international 

environmental management forums/conventions, communication) it becomes very tempting to 

“globalise environmental education”. Various methods and activities used in environmental 

education are often practised with little thought as to where they originated and for what purposes. 

Practitioners often find themselves reaching out to generic recipes developed on another continent. 

Developing local resources and methods relevant to local contexts is one way in which 

environmental education practitioners can resist the global urge and maintain a perspective from 

outside of a trend that is possibly one of the root causes of the environmental crisis. Shiva (1995) 

explains the dangers of globalizing environmental problems: 

 

Consider the case of ozone depletion. CFC‟s, which are a primary cause of ozone 

depletion, are manufactured by a handful of transnationals, such as Dupont, with 

specific locally identifiable manufacturing plants. The rational mechanism to 

control CFC production and use was to control these plants. That such substances 

as CFC‟s are produced by particular companies in particular plants is totally 

ignored when ozone depletion becomes transformed into a „global‟ environmental 
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problem. The producers of CFC‟s are apparently blameless and the blame laid 

instead on the potential use of refrigerators and air-conditioners by millions of 

people in India and China. Through a shift from present to future, the North gains 

a new political space in which to control the South. „Global‟ concerns thus create 

the moral base for green imperialism. 

             
 

Three Educational Paradigms/ 
Orientations 

             
 

The following section looks briefly at trends in environmental education and how various 

educational theories and practices have influenced the idea of what environmental education 

is. The ideas discussed here are a summary of notes from core text III of the 

Rhodes/Goldfields certificate course in environmental education (1998/99).  In this section, 

little attempt will be made to ground the theory in practical examples as this will be done in 

the core part of this booklet.  

The three paradigms explored here are not set up to be compared and judged. Nor can any 

environmental education activity or method be said to fit into a specific paradigm. These 

powerful ideas of education can rather be used as orientations or perspectives that help us 

understand various aspects of the methods and activities we use in the complex process of 

environmental education. At various times in history different ideas were more influential 

than others. By understanding better where we are coming from and where we are going we 

can gain a better understanding of what we are doing and why. This may help us to respond 

better within environmental education processes.  

 

Later in this discussion, individual activities will be discussed in the light of these three 

orientations to education. In this discussion it is difficult to not create the impression of 

comparing one educational paradigm against another. Any such impression is unintended. It 

is also important to note that although an assumption underlying an educational theory may 

be dubious, the actual method that results is not necessarily weak or bad although it does 

stand a high chance of becoming so due to a lack of appropriate responsiveness caused by 

the dubious assumption. A brief example, the assumption behind the theory of behaviourism 

is that learners will change their behaviour if they are taught the right information. Through 

experience we can see that this assumption is false, but that does not make the teaching of 

information a „bad‟ method. The use of information in good teaching is not thrown out of the 

window! Rather, the educator critically evaluates the way in which information is used in 

education and new ideas and assumptions are developed.  
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Vocational/Neo-Classical Orientations 

             
 

Early approaches to environmental education were located strongly within the behaviourist 

idea of changing behaviour through teaching of knowledge. It was assumed that if people 

were informed, they would automatically change their behaviour to comply with their new 

knowledge. The educational idea behind the methods was behaviourist in that learners were 

treated as empty containers that needed filling with knowledge from an expert (core text III).  

Some of the methods that followed included: lectures, show and tell type trails and solitaire 

(Janse van Rensburg & O‟ Donoghue, 1995). 

 

That this approach to education and specifically environmental education lacks something is 

well phrased by Anatole France: 

 

"Do not try to satisfy your vanity by teaching a great many things. Awaken 

people‟s curiosity. It is enough to open minds; do not overload them. Put 

there just a spark. If there is some good inflammable stuff, it will catch 

fire." (Tilden, 1967) 

 

The idea of behaviourism was developed largely through the work of prominent 

psychologists such as Pavlov and Watson in the late 1800‟s. Pavlov, for example, conducted 

experiments in which animals and people responded predictably to intentional actions. In 

environmental education we can often see a behaviourist orientation, either a conscious or 

subconscious one, in the assumption that: 

 

 

 

Awareness or knowledge + attitude change = behaviour change 

 

 

 

Skinner, in the early 1900‟s, adapted and refined the ideas of Pavlov and Watson to the point 

of believing that future human behaviour could be predicted with the certainty and 

consistency with which natural and physical scientists explain the natural or physical world 

(Van Harmelen, 1995). 

 

Behaviourist approaches to environmental education have been severely questioned. These 

approaches assume that the teacher is the expert and knows what the right messages and 

behaviours are. Even if such a “super-wise” and gifted human existed, the idea of being able 

to influence others‟ behaviour in a predictable, rational manner is flawed (core text III). 

 

Various theories have been developed to support or expand on behaviourism. The early 

methodologies of lectures and „show and tell‟ trails became more sophisticated by the 

introduction of fieldwork combining outdoor experiences with gathering scientific 

information. These methods were even more focused on changing people‟s attitudes, values 

and behaviour (core text III). 
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The move from teaching about the environment and problems towards a more experiential 

learning experience in the environment was probably influenced by changes in educational 

thinking. Piaget developed the theory of "developmental stages" of learning where he 

proposed that people of different ages learnt differently. Piaget suggested that very young 

children learn through their senses and movement and as they get older begin to understand 

the world through manipulating objects (core text III). 

This may have been a factor in the move within environmental education towards a more 

experiential hands-on learning experience in the environment. In his book on Interpretation, 

Freeman Tilden (1967) says: 

 

"Interpretation addressed to children (say up to the age of twelve) should 

not be a dilution of the presentation to adults, but should follow a 

fundamentally different approach."  

 

This orientation has lead to a number of activities that focus on experiences in nature and has 

been called values education. In South Africa, Opie (1992) has exemplified this approach be 

developing “earth love education”. In effect, this approach adds “changing values” to the 

formula described above: 

 

 

 

Values change + awareness/knowledge + attitude change = behaviour change 

 

 

 

The underlying educational idea is still behaviourist. Now the teacher/expert is also expected 

to know the right values as well as the right knowledge and behaviour in order to transmit 

this to a target audience of learners! 
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Liberal – Progressive Orientations 

             
 

Not all experiential learning processes are necessarily underpinned by behaviourist 

assumptions. Piaget, through his developmental stages theories, contributed to the 

development of experiential learning. Here the importance of actual hands-on encounters in 

learning is stressed. Steve Van Matre (1972) developed “acclimatisation” as learning that 

immerses individuals in nature (core text III). 

 

There is an alternative. Forget for the moment the time honoured methods 

which have fallen just short of being disastrous. Forget, if you can, the usual 

intention of attaching labels or providing sizeable facilities which merely 

duplicates the school. Forget all the foibles of our so-called modern education. 

Instead, let‟s break the mould. Let‟s stop trying to perpetuate a senseless 

accounting of objects – an endless parade of terms. Let‟s help our campers to 

acclimate themselves to their own environment. To understand it in their own 

terms, and its own merits. Let‟s take a leaf from the current work in human 

relations and adapt it to our own situation. We call it acclimatisation.  

Let‟s subject the camper to the most sensory experiences imaginable: mud 

baths, bog crawls, marsh wading – and lets do it at times blindfolded or ear-

plugged – with all our senses in total operation: taste, smell, touch, sight and 

sound. 

Let‟s sensitise the individual to his environment. What do we care if the camper 

fails to remember the name of a wildflower? Does he remember its fragrance, 

the texture of its leaves – does he know where to find it, what lives in its 

community? And does he know, not because someone told him he should 

know, but because for him it is a thing of enjoyment and beauty? 

In short, the camper should come to “feel” his environment. To draw it close to 

him. To love it. To understand it – not for its labels and fables and fears – but as 

an intrinsic part of himself. Let‟s go at it with the idea that if we take care of our 

natural heritage now, then we‟ll have an American heritage later.              

        Van Matre, 1972 

 

John Dewey, a famous educationist from the USA also inspired much of the learner-centred 

experiential learning that is so prominent in environmental education today. 

 

The cognitive theory developed by Piaget led to the theory of constructivism, that is that 

learners construct meaning from experiences using their prior knowledge. Learners are no 

longer seen as empty containers to be filled with knowledge but become active participants 

in the learning processes bringing with them a wealth of past experiences and knowledge 

(core text III). This has influenced environmental education in that approaches to some of the 

previously mentioned activities have changed.  An interpretive trail, for example, will no 

longer be conducted as an expert-led trail with the guide choosing exactly what encounters 

take place and what information to give the group. A more open-ended guided questioning 

and responding to the group‟s interests and experiences now takes place. The basic 

assumption or aim is seen to be developing learner competencies and values clarification 

capacities (Lotz, 1996). 
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With this move towards a more learner-centred approach to environmental education, 

practitioners or teachers take on a role as facilitators of learning, allowing learners to freely 

experience the environment (core text III). 

In values education, learners‟ values are clarified but not challenged. The educational idea 

which influenced the development of these learner centred approaches to environmental 

education come from the liberal-humanist philosophies. This philosophy developed over a 

long period in Europe, beginning in the late 1700‟s. These ideas were brought to South 

Africa through British influence and have had a significant influence on education and 

environmental education in SA. They have not, however, had nearly as much influence as 

the behaviourist ideas discussed earlier (core text III). 

 

The basic idea behind humanist education is to allow the good in every person to emerge and 

grow. The development of individual potential, freedom and interdependence within society 

is encouraged. Methods in environmental education focus on hands-on encounter, discussion 

or dialogue around issues and reflection on experiences so as to foster social awareness and 

change (core text III). 

 

Some of the limitations of this approach include: 

 

 A sense of anything goes; 

 Individual rights become more important than other concerns such as the shared 

environment; 

 Questions of responsibility are not addressed; and 

 Critical engagement with local issues and sustained problem-solving actions do not 

usually take place (core text III). 
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Socially Critical Orientations 

             
 

A current trend in environmental education is to make learning relevant to learners through 

fieldwork where learners use their existing knowledge and experiences to make sense of 

what they see in the field (core text III). 

 

The theory of constructivism developed through Piaget‟s cognitive psychology. This theory 

believes that knowledge is constructed in the mind of the learner (Bodner, 1986 in core text 

III). Educational psychologists like Piaget, Ausubel, Bruner and Vygotsky have made 

educators recognise the importance of learners prior knowledge and how this is used to gain 

new knowledge. In behaviourist approaches, learners are treated as empty containers to be 

filled with the right mix of knowledge, attitudes and values. In contrast, constructivist 

approaches treat learners as active constructors of meaning who bring their existing 

understanding into the learning situation. 

 

Socially critical theory takes the idea of constructivism a little further by realising that 

humans do not construct meaning in isolation. The context of the learning experience, 

culture and language all play a part in the construction of knowledge. This idea has been 

influenced by hermeneutic philosophy from Europe as well as social theories such as 

symbolic interactionism developed by Europeans such as Charon (1979) and the Americans 

Schutz (1967) and Mead (1934). Social constructivism has lead to the environment being 

understood as a social construct. Thus a person‟s understanding of the environment is 

developed through interaction with other people, their language and culture (core text III). 

 

Environmental education processes have been influenced by these theories of learning. A 

socially critical approach to environmental education allows participants to develop new 

insights and values through a balance of teacher-guided “asking and telling”. The teacher is 

not a top-down authority/social engineer (behaviourism) or a background facilitator (liberal-

humanism) but an active mediator of learning and values with students. An example of how 

these educational ideas have influenced environmental education is the joint investigation of 

environmental problems such as using water test kits to test for water pollution (core text 

III). Learners investigate the cause of any problems they encounter in a meaningful way, not 

only looking at superficial observable biophysical manifestations of the problem but looking 

at human activities: social (cultures, lifestyles, etc…), economic (industry, commerce etc…) 

and political (legislation, policies, etc…) issues that have a bearing on the problem. 

 

Learners are encouraged to question the status quo and think of ways in which social 

systems can change to allow more sustainable living patterns (core text III). There is a large 

focus on meaningful action, using the new knowledge and insights gained in the learning 

experience to address not only the physical manifestations of environmental problems but 

the underlying causes as well. 

 

“When any environmental problem is probed to its origin, it reveals an 

inescapable truth – that the real root cause is to be found in how men [and 

women!] interact with each other; that the debt to nature …. Cannot be paid 

person by person, in recycled bottles or ecologically sound habits, but in the 

ancient coin of social justice.” 

Barry Commoner in Kothari & Parajuli (1993) 
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Roles and Competences as a 
Framework for Professional 
Development 

             
 

Defining environmental education may not be useful because it is such a dynamic process 

and will differ in different contexts. For the purpose of contextualising the discussions in this 

book, though, a brief outline of what is meant by environmental education follows. 

 

 

Environmental Education is a process of developing productive learning/teaching 

situations that allow teachers and learners to engage with environmental issues 

affecting them and explore responses that lead to informed and responsible living. 

 

 

Environmental Education has emerged as a response within the environmental crisis. EE 

should recognise the root causes of environmental problems and develop appropriate 

responses with learners. 

Before specific environmental education methods and activities are explored, the role of 

environmental educators will be briefly discussed. Various environmental education 

practitioners throughout South Africa are currently working on developing a formal 

qualification for environmental education practitioners that will be accredited by the South 

African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) through the National Qualifications Framework 

(NQF). In developing the qualification, it has been necessary to outline the role that 

environmental educators should play and the competence‟s they should have to effectively 

play that role. 

The following roles and competences were adapted by WESSA from those for adult 

educators (COTEP, 1998). These roles and competences provide a very useful framework to 

environmental education practitioners wishing to grow and develop professionally.  

 

Roles 

             
 

Mediator of learning 
 

The educator will mediate learning in a way that is sensitive to the diverse needs of learners; 

construct and utilise learning opportunities that are appropriately contextualised and 

inspirational; communicate effectively showing recognition of and respect for the differences 

of others.  In addition an educator will demonstrate sound knowledge of subject content and 

various principles, strategies and resources appropriate to teaching and learning in a South 

African context. 



 12 

 

Interpreter and designer of learning programmes and materials 
 

The educator will understand and interpret provided learning programmes, design original 

learning programmes, identify the requirements for a specific context of learning and select 

and prepare suitable resources, within people, places and publications.  The educator will be 

able to respond to the changing needs of learners in different environments and will 

maximise learning opportunities in areas of operation. 

 

Leader, administrator and manager 
 

The educator will make decisions appropriate to the level, manage learning in diverse 

environments, carry out logistical support and administrative duties efficiently, and 

participate in decision-making structures.  These competencies will be performed in ways 

that are democratic, which support learners and colleagues, and which demonstrate 

responsiveness to changing circumstances and needs. 

 

Scholar, researcher and lifelong learner 
 

The educator will achieve ongoing personal, academic, occupational and professional growth 

through pursuing study, collaboration and research in the relevant field, and continued 

critical reflection of these processes. 

 

Community, citizenship and pastoral role 
 

The educator will practice and promote a critical, committed and ethical attitude towards 

developing a sense of respect and responsibility towards others and the environment, one 

that upholds the constitution, and promotes democratic and sustainable values and practices 

in society.  The educator will demonstrate an ability to develop a supportive and empowering 

environment for the learner and respond to the educational and other needs of learners and 

fellow educators.  In addition the educator will develop supportive relations with teachers 

and other key persons and organisations based on a critical understanding of community 

issues.  The educator will act with integrity and lead by example. 

 

Learning area/subject/discipline specialist 
 

The educator will be well grounded in the knowledge, skills, values, principles, methods and 

procedures relevant to environmental education as a response to the environment crisis.  The 

educator will know about different approaches to teaching and learning and how these may 

be used in ways that are appropriate to the learner and the context.  The educator will have a 

well-developed understanding of the content knowledge appropriate to the specialism. 

 

Assessor 
 

The educator will be able to determine the applied competence of learners through a range of 

assessment practices (including observation), over a length of time, and in diverse contexts. 
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Competence 

             
 

In order to play the above roles effectively, environmental educators must be competent. 

There are different types of competence; these are called Practical, Foundational and 

Reflexive competences.  

 

Practical Competence 
 

This is the demonstrated ability to consider a range of possibilities for action, make a careful 

and sensible decision about which possibility to follow and then be able to perform the 

chosen action (NQF document, undated). Put simply, it is the ability to act in a diversity of 

situations. Some of the facets of practical competence relevant to environmental education 

include the ability to: 

 draw on previous experiences 

 solve problems in groups 

 cater for different learning styles 

 support creative and critical thinking 

 use appropriate resource materials 

 do competence based assessment 

 

Foundational Competence 
 

This is the demonstration of the knowledge and thinking which underpins actions taken. It is 

knowing why we do what we do in the way that we do it. Foundational competences relevant 

to environmental education include: 

 understanding environmental education as a response to the environmental crisis 

 understanding trends and patterns in teaching and learning 

 knowing the context in which environmental education has emerged and 

understanding the implications of different contexts 
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Reflexive Competence 
 

This is the ability to integrate action with understanding and to be able to consciously adapt 

to or initiate change.  Some reflexive competences for environmental education include: 

 a critical orientation to fieldwork 

 initiating valuable learning experiences within context 

 evaluation of own and others work informing one‟s practice 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Links to your work: 
Go through each of the roles that environmental education practitioners should be able to play and 
assess your own practical, foundational and reflexive competences for each of these roles. For 
example you might evaluate your role as an „interpreter and designer of learning programmes and 
materials‟. Part of this is the role of designing original learning programmes. In assessing your own 
practical competences regarding this role you could ask the following questions: 
 How much experience do I have in designing programmes? 
 How well do I work with colleagues in developing environmental education programmes? 
 Do my programmes cater for different learning styles? 
 Do my programmes support creative and critical thinking? 
 Am I using appropriate resource materials? 
 Am I able to assess the competence of the learners? 
To assess your foundational competences for this scenario you could ask the following: 
 Does this programme allow appropriate responses to the environmental problems it is hoping to 

address? 
 Does this programme reflect my understanding of trends and patterns in education? 
 Is this programme relevant to the learners and my context? 
In terms of reflexive competence, ask the following: 

 Does this programme reflect a growth in my understanding and practice of environmental 
education based on my experience and interaction with other practitioners? 
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Environmental Education Methods 
and Activities 

             
 

In order to facilitate this discussion on a broad range of environmental education activities, 

these activities have been grouped into five broad methods or approaches:  

1. Interpretation 

2. Guided investigation 

3. Sensory/creative 

4. Tools of science 

5. Action research and community problem solving 

 

Interpretation 

             
 

Interpretation is discussed first because it is, really, a generic approach used within many of 

the other approaches. Freeman Tilden (1967) in his book, Interpreting Our Heritage, defines 

interpretation as: 

 

An educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and relationships 

through the use of original objects, by firsthand experience, and by illustrative 

media, rather than simply to communicate factual information. 

 

He then goes on to say that there are two different concepts of interpretation, one for the 

interpreter‟s private contemplation and the other for his/her contact with the public. 

The first, he says, is that interpretation is the revelation of a larger truth that lies behind any 

statement or fact. The second is that interpretation should capitalise on peoples‟ curiosity for 

the enrichment of the human mind and spirit. 

Tilden was an interpretive officer for the National Parks Service in the USA and his 

orientation to interpretation was brilliant in terms of making the national parks “come alive” 

to visitors. His concern was working within protected areas and developing an appreciation 

and understanding of how they functioned, their importance and so on. Links to people and 

their life-worlds were limited to links that would maximise appreciation of the natural 

concept or object being interpreted. The aim of interpretation, according to Tilden, is to 

facilitate the development of happiness within visitors through mental and spiritual 

enrichment gained during experiences in nature. The interpreter is the expert who cleverly 

sets up what can be “pseudo-participation” to increase the effectiveness of the message s/he 

is trying to get across. As Tilden says:  

 

“…(the visitor) does not so much wish to be talked at as to be talked with. He 

knows, and the interpreter knows, that this is not directly possible. It cannot be 

a round-table conversation. Hence we have to achieve something of this 

purpose in some oblique way.” 
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Links to your work: 
Think about Tilden‟s approach to interpretation.  
Does your approach differ? How? 
What do you think the weaknesses or shortcomings of his approach to interpretation 
are? What are its strengths? 
 

 

Some possible weaknesses in the use of interpretation (as described above) within 

environmental education learning programmes are: 

 Expert-led and not very open to true participation and input of “learners”. 

 Nature-orientated with little linking between environmental crisis and our role within 

society. 

 Assumption that we can change people‟s behaviour through mental and spiritual 

happiness developed during nature experiences. 

 

The above are only weaknesses of interpretation in the context of its use within broader 

environmental education programmes. There are many situations where expert-led and/or 

nature-orientated interpretation is valuable, appropriate and essential, for example in 

museums, game reserves and classrooms.  

 

People like Tilden developed interpretation into a valuable form of education. The context in 

which it developed, however, was very different to the context of environmental educators 

today. Our very understanding of what the environment is and the root causes of the 

environmental crisis have changed and broadened to include more than just the natural or 

biophysical dimension. 

  

Today interpretation is often described as “using what we know to make sense of what we 

see.” This is a fairly recent understanding of interpretation that has been influenced by 

liberal-humanist and socially critical ideas.  

Some of the techniques and activities within this broader use of interpretation are guided 

questioning, demonstration activities, artist‟s palettes, role-play, indigenous knowledge and 

exploration. It is impossible to discuss every single activity and technique in this booklet. 

One could write an entire booklet just on interpretation. I have included a brief introduction 

to some of the more common activities. As a practitioner, it may be useful to critically 

examine each of the techniques and activities you use in interpretation. 

 

Guided Questioning 
 

Guided questioning is often used interpretation today. It involves the learners in interpreting 

the environment through carefully placed questions by the guide. Thus learners are 

encouraged to use their own and combined knowledge to interpret a phenomenon with the 

guide. On a mangrove trail, for example, the guide may ask the group to think of reasons 

why the mangroves are important. A possible debate that could emerge: 



 17 

 

Guide:  Who can think of why the mangroves are important in this world? 

John: Well, it is a fun place to play in the mud and catch mudskippers. 

Samantha: Ja, we normally go on holiday to St Lucia. My mother is a bird-watcher and 

she says there is a type of rare bird that lives in the mangroves. 

Guide: That is true, its called a mangrove kingfisher. If we are really lucky we might 

even see one today. Are there any other reasons? 

Samantha: There are always lots of birds in the mangroves, look at that big one across the 

river, I think it‟s a giant heron. 

Guide: Well spotted, it‟s actually called a Goliath heron, watch how it is stalking fish 

in the shallow water. 

Vusi: There are always so many fish in the mangroves, that‟s probably why there 

are so many birds. 

Guide: That‟s right, the mangroves are a breeding place for lots of fish species 

because they are so rich in food and there are lots of hiding places for young 

fish. Many adult fish come here from the sea to breed then when the young 

fish grow up they migrate to the sea. 

Shane: Why are there so few fish in the sea these days? My grandfather says he used 

to catch huge fish every day at Ballito. 

Guide: Well, sadly, most of our rivers and mangroves have been damaged or 

destroyed by pollution, farming and for developments like holiday flats. That 

means there is much less breeding habitat for many types of fish. Also, lots 

more people are fishing these days so with so many fisherman and so few 

fish, its hardly surprising they are getting harder to catch. I want you all to 

think for a minute and see if you can think of anything about the way that you 

live that might be contributing to this problem. 

 

The conversation could go on with the group discussing their lifestyles and direct or indirect 

links to some of the issues they are encountering. Many other important aspects such as the 

role of mangroves in flood control, protection from erosion and even issues such as the right 

of the mangroves to exist for their own right may be discussed. 

 

The learners often come up with insights and knowledge that is new to the guide and 

everyone learns. Past experiences and knowledge of the learners is recognised by the guide 

and the learners become active co-constructors of meaning. Although no action is taken 

during such an activity, it does provide an experience that can be referred back to in later 

activities. 

 

 
Links to your work 
Refer back to the roles of an environmental educator. What role is the guide playing in 
the above scenario? Think of an example of guided questioning in which you took part 
either as a learner or teacher. 
 

 

Demonstration Activities 
 

Many concepts can best be interpreted using practical activities. An example is the concept 

of aspect. Standing with a group in a valley, one can observe the differences in vegetation on 

north and south facing slopes and have discussions on aspect. A practical activity that will 
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demonstrate this concept very well is to get the group to stand facing east so that north is on 

the left and south on the right. You then all hold up your hands forming a V-shaped valley 

with the wrists together. This activity works best on a sunny day at mid-day. After one 

minute the palm of the right hand (north facing) is noticeably hotter than the left hand (south 

facing). 

 

One needs to take concepts like this further. So what? What significance does a concept like 

aspect have in environmental education? How can an understanding of aspect play a role in 

developing more responsible living? These are the sorts of questions every educator should 

have in mind for every activity and learning experience. 

 

Some possible applications of a concept like aspect are: 

 A broader understanding of the biophysical world and how it functions; 

 Links to human activities and their impact on the environment, for example: past and 

present settlement patterns using aspect as an advantage (less energy needed for 

heating in winter); impact on areas suitable for agriculture because of different soil 

types (different vegetation due to aspect leads to differences in drainage, erosion, 

etc…); rates of evaporation and so on. 

 

There are many examples of activities that can be used to effectively explain and 

demonstrate a wide variety of concepts. These involve learning through encounter and can be 

enriched through discussion of the implications of the concept “encountered”. 

 

Artist‟s Palettes 
 

An artist‟s palette is a resource used extensively in interpretation. It is a small piece of card 

with a few strips of double-sided tape stuck to it. When the outer covering strip is removed, it 

leaves sticky surfaces on the card onto which various objects can be stuck. It can be used in a 

number of ways. 

 Interpretation of concepts: 

This activity can be useful for explaining the concepts of ecology. Each learner can be 

given a different concept (e.g. biodiversity, inter-dependence, mutualism, decomposition, 

etc…). They then have to stick objects onto the card and finally use the card to interpret 

their concept to the group. 

In the example of succession a learner might stick a small stone, some lichen, some moss, 

some sand , a fern leaf and some decomposing leaves onto the sticky strips. The learner 

then narrates the story of succession to the group: 

“This big rock fell off the cliffs up there and landed down here on the edge of this 

forest. At first the exposed surface of the rock lay bare for many months but then 

some patches of lichen started growing on the rock. As the lichen grew, it started to 

trap a fine layer of wind-blown sand and a few months later, moss started growing 

amongst the lichen. The moss trapped even more sand and being very dense, also 

kept the sand moist for longer periods after the rain. As the moss grew, it smothered 

some of the lichen and soon a few ferns started growing between the moss. As leaves 

fell from surrounding trees and more sand collected, the layer of soil and humus 

grew thicker and a variety of young seedlings of forest plants began to grow between 

the ferns…” 

 Interpretation of feelings and values: 

The artist‟s palettes can be used more openly for learners to interpret their feelings or 

values on various issues. The guide could ask the group to explain their feelings about an 
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issue that had been discussed earlier on during the trail or find an object which 

demonstrates how they feel or who they are. The learners stick objects on to the palette 

and use it to explain their feelings creatively. 

 

These activities are mainly influenced by liberal-humanist ideas in that the learners are 

constructing meaning using previous knowledge and experience. If the learners are allowed 

or encouraged to interact with one another and the guide as they do the activity, the 

orientation becomes more socially constructed as the learners and the guide share their ideas 

and knowledge. 

The activity could be conducted within a behaviourist orientation if the guide said: 

“Right, we are going to learn about ecology. I want Peter to explain decomposition, 

Nhlanhla to explain succession and Nobuhle to explain symbiosis. Here is a booklet that 

explains each concept, take it into the forest, find a place on your own and come back in five 

minutes to explain your concept using the artist’s palette.” 

In this scenario, the guide and the books are the experts and the learners are likely to come 

back with regurgitated facts from the books and benefit very little from interaction with their 

friends or the forest. 

 

Role-play Games 
 

While on trail, it is often fun to play a game that also has some educational value. Sometimes 

these games are more fun than educational but they can still play an important role in the 

educational experience. In these cases, it is important to recognise that the aim of the activity 

is to allow the learners to enjoy themselves. Such activities are usually best if not discussed 

(processed) afterwards and left to the learners to enjoy and discuss in their own time and 

manner. 

An example is the “camouflage game”. Learners are asked to imagine that they are animals 

that can be found in the habitat that you are walking through. They are given a short time to 

camouflage themselves with mud, burnt bark, leaves and grass. The guide (or a volunteer 

learner) is the predator. The group then continues walking and without warning, the 

“predator” shouts out “Leopard!”, closes his/her eyes and counts to ten. The “prey” may not 

move more than 20m from the path and have to hide so that the “predator” cannot see them 

from the path. Anyone spotted by the “predator” is eaten and the rest survive. 

 

These kinds of activities have probably developed as a form of acclimatisation (van Matre, 

see p.7). Learners simulate a role within the natural world and have an enjoyable experience 

in the environment. 
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Indigenous Knowledge 
 

O‟ Donoghue, Masuku, Janse van Rensburg and Ward (1999); in their introduction to the 

EEASA Monograph on Indigenous Knowledge in/as environmental education processes 

mention that there is a growing attention given to „indigenous knowledge‟ in a range of 

environmental education contexts in southern Africa. They refer to the increasing frequency 

of indigenous knowledge references appearing in position statements and policy, popular and 

academic literature and research projects. This they attribute to a “growing global perception 

of the need to respond more adequately to environmental issues and risks and an 

accompanying linking of indigenous knowledge to conservation concerns.” (O‟ Donoghue et 

al, 1999:1). They also see the current focus on indigenous knowledge as developing from a 

concern in socio-political processes of democratisation in southern Africa.  

 

My focus here is not on the debate of what indigenous knowledge actually is. Anyone 

interested in this debate is encouraged to read the EEASA monograph referenced above. 

O‟ Donoghue (1995) in le Roux (1999:15) warns that in trying to define indigenous 

knowledge, there is a danger of imposing values that treat knowledge merely as information 

and that the “social processes of coming to know and responsive common-sense knowing 

that is constantly being revised though experience” is ignored. Le Roux (1999:16) proposes 

that indigenous knowledge can be seen as “processes of knowledge relevant in certain 

situations, always changing and open to change, rather than a static body of knowledge that 

can be unearthed and applied, and held up in comparison to another.” 

 

This idea of indigenous knowledge shows why it is becoming part of environmental 

education processes. We live in a country of huge cultural diversity. If the richness of ways 

of knowing and experiences (now and throughout history) were ignored in favour of, for 

example, western/European orientations and knowledge, how relevant would our activities 

and learning programmes be? If one accepts le Roux‟s definition of indigenous knowledge, 

its use in environmental education is a lot more common than we think. If not, we would still 

be discussing issues and concepts using examples found only in England and Europe.  

 

Apartheid saw one culture and way of thinking devaluing a diversity of other cultures and 

knowledge. Criticism of the social and political systems created by the National Party (and 

the people who voted it into power) was not tolerated. The move within environmental 

education towards a more socially critical orientation to environmental education processes 

cannot ignore the diversity of cultures, experiences and life-worlds of the people of South 

Africa. Thus indigenous knowledge does not become an “extra-special” knowledge system 

elevated above others but part of the process of sharing knowledge and experiences in 

working together to find solutions to the problems we see around us. 

 

At Twinstreams environmental education Project where I work, we have been fortunate to 

learn many traditional Zulu medicinal uses, names and legends associated with many of the 

plants and animals found here. These have been learnt from Zulu participants on our 

environmental education programmes and from Jobe Mafuleka, a person from our 

community who has an incredible wealth of knowledge of plants and animals as well as from 

books. On trails at Twinstreams we will ask the participants if they know the Zulu or 

Afrikaans (or any other language) names of the plants we encounter. Often, someone in the 

group will have an interesting legend or medicinal use to share. The guide will share those 

that s/he knows. This aspect of an interpretive trail always stirs great interest and discussion.  



 21 

I believe that this recognition of the knowledge of learners, and knowledge associated with 

ways of living and knowing different to the global trend towards urbanisation and 

materialism play an important role in challenging learners to question their often 

unquestioned pursuit of materialistic lifestyles.  

The individual stories and legends are not necessarily a source of implicit wisdom or 

environmental ethics. It is the encounter with a diversity of cultures, ethics and values and a 

recognition of them as valid and valuable in their own right that challenges the modernist 

belief in only the scientific method, quest for material wealth, reliance on western technology 

and the elevation of individual development above that of the community. One has to be 

careful, though, that the discussion does not become one of “us, here and now” looking at 

“them, there and then” as quaint and interesting. 

 
 

 
Links to your work: 
What do you think indigenous knowledge is? Do you ever use indigenous knowledge in your EE 

Programmes? How and why? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Exploration/Self discovery 
 

This involves giving the learners an opportunity to explore an area without the guide. It is 

best to have a focus even if this is as „loose‟ as “come back and tell the group about the five 

most interesting things you saw”. Learners should be given resources to help them interpret 

as they explore. Useful resources include magnifying glasses, field-guide booklets, 

identification sheets, small containers, etc… 

 

When the learners regroup, the guide facilitates feedback by encouraging the learners to 

share their experiences and answers any questions they may have. 

 

This application of the „self-discovery‟ activity has probably been influenced by social 

constructivist theory. In the past, most self-discovery activities were behaviourist in that 

learners were given very specific questions to focus on. These were normally in the form of a 

worksheet and allowed limited use of the learners‟ creativity and personal 

interests/experience. The questions are usually designed by the teacher/guide with specific 

intentions in mind. 

 

A good approach to this activity probably lies somewhere in between these two. The 

constructivist approach has the danger of being too loose where the learners do anything they 

please while the behaviourist approach is too rigid and only allows for the guide‟s pre-set 

outcomes. 

 

In general, most interpretive activities and methods are informed by liberal-humanist 

theories. The emphasis is on an experience in the natural environment. These activities can 

be enriched if the guide carefully engages the group in sharing their own knowledge, 

experiences and values with each other whilst sharing his/her knowledge and values in an 
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open honest way. In this way, the guide does not set her/himself up as an expert who knows 

what it is that learners should know and do. It is far better for the learners to go home 

thinking: “I learnt and shared a lot today, hey I knew a lot more about the forest than I 

thought I did” than: “Wow, we had a smart field-guide today, she knew everything about the 

forest. I wish I could be the same one day.” 

             
 

Guided Investigation 

             
 

This approach to an environmental education learning programme was largely developed at 

the Umgeni Valley Project in the early 1990‟s. It was developed primarily as an exciting way 

to learn about grasslands, but can be used in any ecosystem from forests to fynbos (Wright, 

1991). The criteria identified by Wright that played an important role in developing this 

approach include the following: 

 “study would have to be participatory,  

 learner-directed,  

 applicable to any grassland,  

 use a minimum of equipment, and  

 fit in with existing resources and support material.” (Wright, 1991).  

 

Wright (1991) based the structure of the method around the idea of good Preparation, 

Fieldwork and Follow-up. These ideas are explored further in the booklet „Making Meaning‟ 

by Roff (1995). 

 

A guided investigation involves taking a group of learners into a specific ecosystem (this 

method can also be used to study issues) which is briefly introduced through sensory 

activities and discussion. The learners are prepared for their investigation by a brief 

discussion on the objectives of the study, any dangers that could be encountered, where the 

boundaries are, time constraints and what resources are available. The group is then divided 

into a number of smaller groups (number depends on study topics). Each group is given a 

topic for investigating in the ecosystem. Useful topics include topography, soil, plants, 

animals and the human role. The groups are given time to read their guiding questions and 

decide what resources they will need to effectively research their topic. They are encouraged 

to spend at least five minutes doing this preparation before heading out to do the 

investigation. The guide should stress that resources available to research the topic include 

fellow group members, the guide, the physical environment as well as the booklets, 

measuring tools, etc… provided by the guide.  

 

The groups go out into the ecosystem to conduct their investigation. The guide plays an 

important role going from group to group, offering advice, asking guiding questions and 

challenging groups if they are drifting away from the issue. This is certainly not a time for 

the guide to find a shady spot and catch up on sleep! After the allocated time is up, the group 

meets in a central, comfortable place to give feedback.  

 

The feedback session is the crux of this method for it is here that the valuable learning 

experiences of each group are shared with their peers. It is often in this sharing and reflecting 
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that the learners re-learn themselves. This slot has the potential to turn into a repetitive, 

boring slot where the audience groups are worrying more about their upcoming presentation 

and those who have already presented drift off into another world or distract their classmates. 

One way to liven up the report backs is to open it up to creative report back methods. 

Encourage the learners to include singing, play-acting, role-playing, posters, diagrams, 

objects etc… in their report backs. Give groups a short while after re-grouping to prepare 

their final presentations so that they are not worrying about it during others‟ presentations. 

 

Another report back activity that can ensure more interactive meaningful feedback is the „jig-

saw‟ method (Kee, pers com 1998). Make sure there is an equal number of learners in each 

sub-group. Give each person in each group a number so that if there are four people in each 

group for example, each group will have individuals numbered one to four. For the report 

backs, get all the „ones‟ to form a new group, all the „twos‟ to form another and so on. You 

will end up with a representative from each study topic in each group where each individual 

will report back on their particular topic to their small group. This technique ensures 

maximum participation, as everyone is involved in reporting back and therefore participates 

fully in the investigation. It is important to explain how the report backs will take place 

before the groups conduct the investigation so that everyone is prepared for their report. The 

guide goes from group to group during the report back session to offer advice, encourage 

thoroughness and address any misconceptions that emerge. 

 

An example of Guided Investigation: A Forest Study. Guiding questions in this example 

were used for a grade 10 group. It is best to design different guiding questions for each group 

and you could even develop guiding questions with your learners. The questions could be 

written on cards that are given to the various groups.  
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Group: The Forest Plants 
 

Your group is to investigate the plants of the forest in terms of diversity, and their importance or role. Using your senses as 

well as the resources available, investigate the following issues and prepare a detailed report back. 

 What is diversity and is it important? Why? Base your investigation on what you see around you in the forest. 

 Do you notice anything about the structure of the forest plants: individually as well as combined?  

 What role do forest plants play both within the forest and as part of the broader landscape? 

 Use examples you have found to explain the following ecological concepts in detail: energy flow, photosynthesis, 

mutualism, commensalism and adaptation. 

Creative activity: use the crayons and paper to do leaf rubbings to demonstrate the diversity of plants in this forest. Use the 

artist‟s palettes in describing the ecological concepts. 

Resources: paper, crayons, booklets, each other, the forest, artist‟s palettes, field-guide. 

 

Group: The Forest Animals 
 

Your group will be looking at the animals of the forest and investigating the role they play and how they are adapted to life 

in the forest. 

 In order to survive in the forest, forest animals need to cope with the specific conditions (biotic and abiotic) found here. 

What are these conditions and how do the forest animals cope with them? 

 What role do animals play in the functioning of the forest? 

 Explain the following ecological concepts: population dynamics, adaptation, niche, predation and parasitism. 

Creative activity: Using the plasticine, create your own animal that would be perfectly suited to life in the forest. Say which 

specific part of the forest it would live in, how it moves about, what it eats, what its enemies are and how it defends itself. 

Resources: posters, crayons, plasticine, booklets, each other, the forest, field-guide, magnifying glass and small containers. 

 

Group: The forest Soil 
 

Your group will be investigating the soil of the forest especially in terms of its living components.  

 First describe the soil itself: is it sandy, clay, loam? How much humus does the soil contain? 

 Now search for creatures that live in the soil: see if you can identify them and find out what role they play in the forest. 

 Why does the forest never run out of nutrients? 

 Explain in detail the following ecological concepts: decomposition, biogeochemical cycles, and habitat. 

Creative activity: collect leaves in 10 different stages of decomposition and stick them onto a poster to show the process of 

decomposition. Use artist‟s palettes to explain the ecological concepts. 

Resources: paper, poster, glue, booklets, soil, each other, field-guide, artist‟s palettes, magnifying glass, small containers, 

soil identification sheet. 

 

Group: The Forest „From a Distance‟ 
 

Your group will study the forest as part of the broader landscape. Describe the forest in relation to the topography. 

 What other types of ecosystems surround the forest? Why does the forest not spread into these areas and visa versa? 

 What role does the forest play as part of the broader landscape? 

 Explain the following ecological concepts: abiotic factors, succession and aspect. 

Resources: poster, paper, crayons, booklets, each other, field-guide, thermometer, binoculars, and topographical map. 

 

Group: The Forest and Us 
 

Your group will investigate the human relationship with the forest. 

 What impacts, positive and negative, have humans had on the forest? Think carefully and describe each in detail. 

 Can you think of any ways in which your lifestyle impacts on this forest (or a similar one) directly and indirectly? 

 What impact does the forest have on people: both positive and negative. Think specifically as well as holistically and 

describe each in detail. 

Using critical discussion and debate: choose what your group is a critical issue around this specific forest and then design 

and conduct a debate around two possible viewpoints on the issue. Prepare you debate now but conduct it as part of your 

report back.  

Resources: paper, booklets, each other, the forest, field-guide, enviro-facts. 
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It is clear that this method is very adaptable and can include many other methods and 

activities such as interpretation and creative/sensory activities. This method developed out of 

an understanding of the need to include learners in the learning process more effectively. It is 

probable that this understanding developed through the ideas of what good education is, 

proposed by the liberal-humanist philosophies. The focus is very much on hands-on 

encounter, discussion and dialogue around issues and reflection on experiences. The aim is to 

foster nature and social awareness with the hope that learners may change. The above 

example has been adapted and is slightly different to some of the earlier guiding topics and 

questions that emerged with this method. This change is towards a slightly more socially 

critical orientation. The questions are more open-ended allowing more critical discussion and 

debate and input from the learners‟ own knowledge and experience. The topic looking at 

human issues honestly looks for links between our lifestyles and society and the 

environmental problems we see. The guide is able to share his values and knowledge with 

the shared and individual knowledge and values of the group. The resulting dialogue and 

reflection during and after the encounter in the forest may challenge the learners and guide to 

grapple with the environmental issues discussed and values and assumptions they have. This 

more critical understanding of the world and society will enable a more relevant and 

effective response to the environmental problems we see. 

 

 
Links to your work: 
Be careful not to get stuck in a rut with guided investigation activities. You should always tailor make 
your guided investigation task cards for each group you work with. It is also fun to mix methods, throw 
in some creative activities for each group to do as part of their investigation. Can you think of other 
innovative ways of adapting a guided investigation? 
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Sensory/Creative Methods 

             
 

If one reads the excerpt from Van Matre‟s Acclimatisation on page 7 one can see the source 

of the sensory/creative approach and activities. Tilden‟s ideas on interpretation discussed 

earlier show a large concern with information: names of plants, animals and processes taking 

place in National Parks. Building of museums and interpretive aids such as signboards, 

pamphlets etc., were central to providing information to visitors to help them understand and 

appreciate nature and thus develop mental and spiritual happiness. Tilden‟s understanding of 

interpretation still involved a large focus on experiences in the wild but these were 

experiences married to a scientific enquiry and understanding of the world. Van Matre 

(1972) challenges this strongly: “what do we care if a camper fails to remember the name of 

a wildflower? Does he remember its fragrance, the texture of its leaves?”  

 

Sensory activities are those that draw on our senses and creativity for learning and 

encountering the world around us. They have become very popular in environmental 

education since the early seventies and still feature very strongly in environmental education 

programmes today. Some of the assumptions underlying this approach is that education must 

develop a sense of the good, true and beautiful in every child, and can do this by recognising 

these virtues in children and building on them through creative and engaging tasks. 

(Kemmis, Cole & Suggett, 1983 in Ward, undated). There is often the assumption that 

learners, after a profound experience in a beautiful natural place, will value it and want to 

change their behaviour to protect it.  

 

These are probably valid assumptions but on their own, sensory activities don‟t do much in 

terms of action towards a responsible way of living. There is an often-quoted example of a 

group of learners leaving an environmental education experience where the most amazing 

experiences in nature were encountered. After boarding the bus to go home, as the bus leaves 

the premises, one sees cans and chip packets flying out of the window!  

 

So why use sensory activities on learning programmes?  Most of us, I am sure, identify to 

some degree or another with Van Matre‟s sentiments on acclimatisation. The inclusion of 

sensory and creative activities on environmental education programmes brings in a richness 

and experience that information-based activities cannot. It brings lightness and fun to our 

being. What if we got so bogged down in critically looking at solutions to the problems 

around us that we forgot to live? And have fun! Christine von Weizsäcker (1993) warns of 

the „Atlas Syndrome‟ amongst environmentalists. 

 

In Greek mythology there is the giant Atlas. He carries the weight of the world, 

sustaining it on his shoulders. And as long as he does that, he cannot pick the 

golden apples. 

The „Atlas Syndrome‟ is a frequent modern affliction. It preferably attacks 

pleasant, well-trained and conscientious people. They undertake to develop 

global knowledge and feel global responsibility… They tend to speak for those 

who cannot speak in person: the future generations and the environment. Is this 

type of „global knowledge‟ possible or desirable? Is a qualified „global 

responsibility‟ possible or desirable? …Is anybody really able to carry the 

global consequences, learn from all the side-effects in every single village on 

earth, have global remedies? 
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Do not admire and trust the carriers of unrealistic, virtuous and virtual weights! 

Just imagine all the whales and elephants, ticks and fleas, boababs and stinging 

nettles this person would have to carry in order to be a true „Atlas of 

Biodiversity‟, then smile at this upside-down version of the world: basically we 

are not carriers, but rather we are being carried. So why should a person press 

his or her shoulders to the ground, pretend to steady the globe with supporting 

hands and – to make the picture perfect – stick their feet into the air, which is an 

airy footing indeed. And why do we revere such a clownish performance?  Why 

not invite „Atlas‟ to get up? …The Non-Atlases have more versatility, the 

freedom to walk around, they can find good company and instead of lonely 

„global responsibility‟ they can try to discuss and decide on appropriate 

responsibility, which makes responses possible. 

 

I would argue that creative and sensory experiences in nature are some of the golden apples 

that we should not neglect to enjoy. There is more to environmental education than just the 

sensory/creative experience in nature. As Von Weizsäcker (1993) says, we need to take an 

appropriate responsibility, an idea further explored later. 

 

Sensory introductions 
 

These involve a conscious focus on the five senses in encountering an ecosystem or place. 

The guide may get the group to focus on one sense at a time, closing the eyes and focusing 

on sounds. Use the fingertips to create miniature „diamond binoculars‟ that can be used to 

look at various objects and patterns. Feel the texture of various plants, soil, rocks and 

animals. Smell the soil, leaves, flowers, and water. Taste fruit and leaves. The guide may 

provide creative ways for the group to express their feelings and feedback or just allow the 

learners to enjoy the experience. 

 

Poetry 
 

Different forms of poetry can be used in different contexts. Developing a „perspective poem‟ 

as a group can be quite fun. The group chooses an object to focus on such as a beautiful 

gnarled tree or unique rock feature. Each person then observes the object from a different 

perspective. One person might climb into the tree, another stand looking at the trunk from a 

few centimetres away, another may climb a nearby tree to see it from a distance. Someone 

could stand on the head to see it from upside-down. Each person should have a unique view 

of the object. Everyone then writes down a few descriptive words that seem most obvious 

from their perspective. The group then gets together and creates a coherent poem from the 

collected adjectives but has to add as few other words as possible. 

 

Another popular form of poetry is the Cinquaine. To create a cinquaine, one starts off with a 

title word. The following line consists of two descriptive words. The third line must be three 

descriptive words. The fourth line is restricted to a four-word sentence and the final line can 

be a repetition of the title line or a simile thereof. For example: 

 

    SMOKE 

            Still, Hanging 

   Hazy, Sharp, Obscuring 

           Weaving sunbeams into gold. 

       AIR 
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Solitaire 
 

Solitaire is basically time spent alone reflecting on earlier experiences and feelings or even 

on those experienced while alone. Each learner sits in a place where s/he cannot see or hear 

another and spends a substantial amount of time absorbing and just being in the natural 

environment. They may be asked to record their feelings about the experience of solitaire or 

it may even be used to consolidate their feelings regarding the entire learning programme and 

experience at the Education Project. Creativity is often encouraged with learners being asked 

to sketch or use poetry. 

 

Blindfold Games 
 

Blindfold activities can be used to encourage the use of senses other than the eyes and to 

encourage communication skills. The group is usually divided into pairs with one person 

blindfolded and the partner playing a guiding role. This could be done as part of the trail with 

the seeing partner using only communication to guide the blind partner. There is usually 

much laughter as the group makes its way over and under obstacles such as fallen logs, rocks 

and low hanging branches. 

 

One can create more of a focus by telling the seeing partner to lead the blind person to a 

specific object such as a tree or rock. The blind partner then feels the object and has to try 

maintain his/her orientation as s/he is led back to a central place. The blindfold is then 

removed and s/he must try to find the object encountered.  

 

Leaf and Bark Rubbings 
 

The learners use paper and crayons to create a collage of shapes and designs. They create 

colourful impressions on the paper by pressing the leaf or bark between the paper and a 

smooth flat surface such as a book cover. By rubbing different colour crayons over the paper, 

the impression of the object underneath is highlighted on the paper. Bark rubbings can be 

done directly off the surface of variously textured tree trunks. This can be used as part of a 

discussion on plant diversity or merely as a fun way to illustrate a poem or poster the group 

has created. 

Old toothbrushes can also be used as paintbrushes to create speckled outlines of leaves 

against the white background of the page. The group can create their own natural „paints‟ 

using different coloured clay mixed with the juice of berries or crushed leaves. 

 

Nature Crafts 
 

Hanging mobiles are made by collecting a variety of objects such as seedpods, dried leaves, 

twisted branches, dried flowers, feathers and shells. These can be used to explain concepts 

such as trophic levels and foodwebs or just as a fun creative activity.  

 

Natural clay can provide hours of fun moulding and creating creatures and utensils. 

 

A fun way to consolidate an ecosystem study is to create a collage of the ecosystem by 

gluing natural objects onto a large poster. Powder paints mixed with sand and glued onto the 
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poster can be used to depict aspects such as a river, clouds, sun etc. and create a beautifully 

textured collage. 

 

Interesting necklaces and bracelets can be made with nylon cord and shells or seeds. 

 

Sound Drawings 
 

Each learner has a blank page and a pencil. The group then listens to sounds around them and 

attempt to draw what the sound might look like (Roff, 1997 pers com). For example, a 

hadeda sound might look like this: 

The group can then swap drawings and see if they can identify the sounds that a partner‟s 

drawing depicts. 

An alternative would be to ask the learners to physically act out the sounds. 

These activities can be used during a discussion on how forest animals use sound for 

communication. 

 

Camouflage 
 

During a discussion on camouflage, one can ask the group to camouflage themselves with 

face-paints of mud or burnt bark. With one group during this activity, everyone including the 

guide ended up totally black from head to foot in a thick layer of smelly mangrove sludge, 

clothes and all. All that showed in the obligatory photograph were white teeth in gleeful 

smiles! 

 

The list of sensory activities is endless. The Hands-On booklets “Creative Encounters “ and 

“Creative Encounters of a Nocturnal Kind” are useful starting points for ideas. An open 

creative mind and responsiveness to the spontaneous activities that develop with learners is 

really what is most important. 

 

 

Links to your work: 
These activities have been developed and invented by EE practitioners who are constantly trying to 
improve their work. You too can invent new activities to suit your style and the context you are 
working in. Try inventing one now! 
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Using the Tools of Science 

             
 

With the realisation that environmental education experiences in nature were not resulting in 

change for the environment came a move to using scientific methods and tools in 

investigating nature and environmental problems. Modern science has an important role to 

play in the solution to environmental problems. Unfortunately, many people believe that 

science is the only answer. This unquestioning belief in the scientific method, where only 

facts that can be proved through observable phenomena are recognised, is called positivism 

(Oxford Paperback Dictionary, 1994) 

 

The belief in science and that the technical solutions it can provide to solve environmental 

problems is really the best way to tackle the environmental crisis is called technicism (core 

text 1). 

 

The ideas discussed in this booklet challenge the thinking behind positivism and technicism. 

These two “-isms” are central to the idea of progress. Progress is what society 

unquestionably sees as the only way forward: towards modernisation, development and 

growth (Shanin in Rahnema, 1997). This has generally become accepted as „popular 

common sense‟ and good (core text 1). 

 

It is important to acknowledge that the idea of progress…. was not restricted to 

the philosophers and philosophising community of scholars, but penetrated all 

strata of contemporary societies to become the popular common sense, and as 

such resistant to challenge. (Shanin in Rahnema, 1997) 

 

The idea of progress has shaped the practices of development, science and technology, 

economic growth and the global trend of individuals seeking material wealth to the point that 

wealth is only measured in economic terms (core text 1). Have you ever wondered why we 

don‟t usually include aspects such as happiness, spirituality, physical environment, access to 

healthy food and water, culture, etc. in our measurement of wealth? 

 

This ideology (value or belief system that is accepted as fact or truth by some group – core 

text III) of progress delays our understanding of (and ability to respond to) socio-ecological 

issues (core text 1). Thus a reliance on science and technology to solve all our problems 

seems very foolish when the unquestioning belief in science and technology is central to an 

ideology that is hampering our ability to respond effectively to these problems. This does not 

mean that we should disregard science in solving environmental problems, in much the same 

way that we don‟t disregard the use of information and knowledge when we challenge the 

idea of behaviourism. 

 

A behaviourist approach to using scientific knowledge and tools in environmental education 

has been, and often still is, very prevalent. In this approach, expert scientists using their 

scientific methods and tools are able to study environmental problems and identify the 

causes. They then develop communication strategies to convey this information to the 

uninformed public (Taylor, 1992). 

When the expert scientists realise their message is not having the desired effect, they attempt 

to improve their communication strategy (Taylor, 1992). 
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But it is their outlook that is failing them, not their methods. Social change does 

not come about through people receiving clearly communicated messages.  

Communication is a word that shares a common root with the concept of 

community. In reality, community comes from shared experiences, dialogue 

and the building of mutual trust. This cannot be achieved by simplistic, one-

way or top-down methods of  “getting the conservation message across” that 

modern society is so fond of. 

Real change will only occur when the public are able to share in a similar 

enquiry to the one that enabled the scientists to come to their understanding! 

 

The use of simple scientific tools such as a water testing kit allows this to happen with 

learners engaging in their own scientific enquiries. In the study of an aquatic ecosystem, a 

river, wetland or dam, it is not possible to detect some aspects of pollution and its effects 

with only our human senses. We require scientific apparatus to detect the presence of 

bacteria, a lack of oxygen or an excess of nitrogen. 

 

A number of simple water testing kits have been developed by the environmental education 

community to address this. These test kits allow learners to measure qualities such as 

bacteria presence, oxygen, temperature and turbidity. 

 

The use of the „tools of science‟ such as water testing kits in an environmental education 

Centre has the danger of defeating the very aim for which this method was developed. What 

is required is intensive linking to the learners own context and discussion of relevant 

examples so that the skills and processes engaged by the learners at the environmental 

education Centre add to the experience and ability of the learners to respond in their own 

context. 

A brief description of how this method is applied at Twinstreams environmental education 

Project follows. 
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Before venturing into the catchment to be studied, we introduce catchments and 

grapple with some of the issues within them by playing an enviro-picture building game 

called “Catchments to Coast”. This is a fun game that builds up a picture of a 

catchment and highlights many common catchment-related problems as well as 

promoting discussion of possible solutions. 

Following this, an interpretive trail of the local Siyaya river catchment takes place. On 

this trail, the learners encounter and discuss many of the activities taking place in this 

catchment. 

The group then meets at a rocky pool in the Siyaya River where we do a sensory 

activity with a focus on water quality. Then, off with shoes and socks and everyone is 

given plastic containers and sent to search carefully for animal life in the water, mud, 

under rocks and clinging to vegetation. All catches are placed in a central five litre ice-

cream container „aquarium‟. Using Hands-On “Stream and Pond Life” booklets, the 

guides and their own knowledge, the group sets about identifying the various creatures 

and discussing their adaptations and living habits. Often, learners are given small 

pieces of paper onto which they sketch, from life, the different animals in the 

„aquarium‟. These sketches can be used to develop  a poster to discuss energy flow, 

foodwebs, and other ecological concepts. 

 

A simple animal life slide depicts animals with varying tolerance of pollution. This can 

be used to gain a general idea of the quality of the water, based on the animals found in 

the river. This promotes discussion on issues such as the use of biotic indicator species, 

adaptation and the effects of pollution on the functioning of the aquatic ecosystem. 

 

The apparatus in the water test kits is then used to measure presence of bacteria, 

oxygen, temperature and turbidity. It takes twenty-four hours to gain the results of the 

oxygen and bacteria tests. The final consolidation of this activity thus takes place the 

following day, providing an opportunity to make links to other studies, discussions and 

encounters. 

Once the results are analysed, a discussion is held on the causes of pollution or reasons 

for the lack thereof. Fortunately at Twinstreams, levels of pollution are low and this is 

reflected in the findings. This leads to discussions of the history of the Siyaya catchment 

and the extensive rehabilitation programme initiated by Dr Ian Garland. 

It is likely that the Siyaya catchment will be subjected to titanium mining operations in 

a few years. At Twinstreams, we are currently setting up a monitoring programme of 

the Siyaya catchment. Part of this will involve the establishment of a database for the 

recording of findings from each group‟s catchment study. Learners will be able to 

compare their findings with previous groups‟ and know that their data will be put to 

good use in detecting any negative change caused by the looming mining operations. 

Finally, the learners engage in a discussion on solutions and ways of addressing any 

problems that are identified. 

 

Scientific methods and tools can also be used in investigating natural phenomena such as 

succession on a pro-grading coastline. Transect studies where abiotic and biotic factors are 

measured with scientific equipment can certainly help learners engage with a concept such as 

succession. The data collected can be analysed through processing it into graphs and profile 

sketches where trends are identified and discussed. This intensive, rigorous approach to an 

ecosystem study certainly brings in a balance to some of the sensory activities described 

earlier. A diversity of approaches and ways of learning provides a challenging and exciting 

learning experience for learners and teachers alike. 
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Action Research and Community Problem Solving 

             
 

Socially critical theory and the insights it brings into our understanding of education has 

allowed us to see the shortcomings of education that focuses only on information aimed at 

changing behaviour. It also highlights the inadequacy of learner-centred approaches that 

focus on encounter and interactive issues-based learning. What is missing in these 

approaches is a critical engagement with issues that leads to participation in working within 

society towards meaningful solutions to environmental problems. 

 

Action Research is a method that links theories of change with practical action in addressing 

a problem (Wals, 1994). It was developed primarily by Kurt Lewin, a social scientist in the 

USA, during the early 1940‟s with the aim of empowering people to address problems they 

were encountering in their working and living environments (Wals, 1994). 

Features of Action Research include democratic decision making, an equitable distribution of 

power and the realisation that practical problems offer never-failing sources of ideas and 

knowledge (Lewin, 1946 in Wals, 1994). 

If we accept that all learners, adults and children, are active participants in society both 

contributing to and affected by environmental problems; it makes sense that they should take 

part in developing solutions. Action research suggests that the people affected by a problem 

should be the ones who are evaluating it and empowered to take action to change it (Wals, 

1994).  

 

You never really understand an issue or know how to help resolve it until you 

involve yourself in the issue. Then you begin to understand it, to identify the 

principle parties and actors involved, and begin to realise how to change it. 

(Freire, 1970 in Wals, 1994) 

 

A process of continuous evaluation, reflection and action is called praxis – learners engaged 

in problem solving continuously reflect on their work and evaluate its effectiveness (Wals, 

1994). 

 

Community Problem Solving takes the process of Action Research further by providing a 

framework for effective action. It is a process of defining the problem, understanding its root 

causes, setting problem objectives, working in groups and joint decision making, avoiding 

pitfalls, coalition building, deeply analysing the problem and designing an action plan (Wals, 

1994). 

 

Taking Environmental Action 
 

The ideas of Action Research and Community Problem Solving lead to an action-based 

activity at environmental education centres called Taking Environmental Action (TEA). TEA 

involves getting learners to identify any problems they can see at the environmental 

education Centre they are visiting. These problems are listed across the top of a table (see 

example). Criteria that will have an affect on the ability of the group to solve the problem are 

listed vertically. The group assigns a number to each criteria, rating it from 1 – 3 depending 

on their skills and resources. A designation of 1 means that aspect of the problem is very 

difficult or impossible to solve; 2 means unsure and 3 means it is easily achieved. The scores 
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for each criterion are added up to obtain a final score for each problem. The problem with the 

highest score is the most „solvable‟ problem for that group and they then go through the 

process of planning, acting and reflecting on their achievements to feed into their action. 

Table 1 shows an example of a table used with a group at an environmental education centre 

with some examples of possible problems and their possible score allocations. 

Table 1: A TEA problem planning sheet with examples of problems perceived by a group at 

an environmental education centre and possible score ratings. 

 
Problems: 

 

Erosion on 

trails 

Littering 

 

Leaking tap 

wasting water 

No television 

Skills 

 
2 3 1 2 

Tools 

 
3 3 1 1 

Time 

 
2 3 3 1 

Urgency 

 
3 3 3 1 

Money 

 
2 3 3 1 

Number of 

people 
3 3 3 2 

Interest 

 
2 1 2 3 

Other 

 
    

Total: 17 19 16 11 

(from Wals, 1994) 

 

The guide needs to think carefully about his/her role in this activity. To be neutral and allow 

the group to arrive at whatever conclusions they reach without challenging obvious mistakes 

or faulty assumptions would be to deny the group the guides rich experience and knowledge. 

On the other hand, it is very easy for the guide to manipulate the group into identifying what 

s/he thinks are important problems and in allocating scores that s/he believes are relevant. 

This leads to a contrived situation where the learners are not really participating or engaging 

with issues. The guide should play a facilitatory, guiding and challenging role. For example, 

if a group identifies lack of a television as a problem, this can provide an opportunity for 

critical discussion of the problem and whether it really is a problem.  

 

The group then needs to take action to deal with the problem with the highest score by 

gathering the resources they need and drafting a plan of action. As the group participates in 

solving the problem, the guide encourages critical reflection of their action. Are the resources 

being used effectively? Is this activity making a difference? Does everyone know what 

his/her role is? Could we have done it better? How? 

If two problems arrive at a similar score, the group can debate over which one they will 

tackle, or even split into two subgroups to tackle both. 

 

Environmental education practitioners have questioned this activity and have identified a 

number of weaknesses. The issue of contriving situations discussed above is one weakness. 

Another is that the problems identified are often symptoms and the real causes are not 

addressed. Thirdly, the learners enthusiastically engage in solving the problem but the 

context of the problem and the problem-solving activities are very removed from the 
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learners‟ environment. In being aware of these weaknesses, the environmental education 

practitioner can try to address them through opening up discussion on these issues with the 

learners. 

 

Centre Environmental Management Plan 
 

Through grappling with some of the weaknesses of the TEA activity, the idea of developing 

a comprehensive Centre Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) for environmental 

education Centres has emerged. This development was initiated at the Drakensberg Wetland 

Project in KwaZulu/Natal in 1998 and is currently being adapted and implemented at a 

number of WESSA‟s education centres.  

 

The basic idea is to practice what we teach through our environmental education 

programmes. All activities undertaken and resources used at the environmental education 

Centre are identified. At Twinstreams, the following have been identified: 

 

 Food  

 Water  

 Equipment  

 Energy  

 Paper  

 Thinking and acting 

environmentally 

 Non-biodegradable 

products  

 Ozone   

 Ecosystems  

 Community  

 Waste 

 Industry  

 Administration  

 Finances  

 Education resources  

 staff (professionalism, knowledge, understanding of environmental issues and education) 

 

 The staff‟s role in terms of these activities and use of the resources is then critically 

researched, discussed and recorded in a rationale that introduces each topic within the CEMP 

document. A full audit of each of these topics is then conducted to identify our current 

position in terms of our use of the resource or impact of the activities. 

After the audit, issues are identified and problem areas highlighted. At Twinstreams, the 

topics have been divided among the staff with staff members responsible for the auditing 

process and better management of their particular topics. Once issues have been identified, 

outcomes or targets are set as to how that activity or resource can be better managed. To 

achieve these outcomes, a list of guidelines and actions are developed. These are divided into 

short-, medium-, and long-term actions and ongoing behaviour changes. Short-term actions 

are those that can be implemented within a couple of months, medium-term those that will 

take about a year and long-term anything over a year. Ongoing behaviour changes are 

activities that take place daily and that require conscious effort to change, such as switching 

off a light when leaving a room.  

Regular staff meetings are held to discuss the results of audits and evaluate the guidelines 

and actions that have emerged. The CEMP is not a static document but an active process of 

auditing, planning, reflecting and evaluating and all of this feeding back into our actions. 

 

Learners visiting Twinstreams and other environmental education centres are also involved 

in the CEMP process. Staff are currently grappling with ideas for bringing the CEMP into the 

education programmes. 

 

The following is an extract from the Drakensberg Wetland Project CEMP that has been 

adapted for Twinstreams. It is one of the sixteen topics mentioned above. 
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OBJECTIVE 8: Reduce impact of our eating habits 

Rationale:  Each day we consume approximately three meals a day.  Each meal we consume resources that 

were ultimately provided by the soil and the plants that live in that soil.  If we consider for a moment the impact 

that each meal has on the earth in terms of land used, habitat destruction, fossil fuel consumption, and water 

usage it is surprising to think how much impact each meal has on the earth.  Based on the principles of food 

chains and energy transfer from one feeding level to the next, we can easily observe that eating lower on the 

food chain (plants and plant products) impacts the earth much less than choosing to eat high on the food chain 

(meat).  In fact, it takes 20 times more land, 20 times more fossil fuels and 100 times more water to grow food 

for a meat eater than for a vegetarian.  By trying to eat low on the food chain as much as possible and by 

generating less food waste, we can reduce the impact of our food consumption on the environment 

substantially.     

 

Issues: 

- Packaging on food items bought at supermarket 

- Plastic packets used to pack and transport groceries 

- Processed foods require more energy to produce  

- Locally grown food hard to come by 

- Meat requires more energy to produce 

- menu may not be environmentally suitable 

- Much food wasted through wasteful eating habits and bad planning 

 

Outcomes/Targets: 

  Reduce food waste to a minimum 

 Integrate environmental concerns into our food choices 

 Buy more locally produced food 

  Reduce use of over-packaged items and eliminate use of plastic grocery bags 

  Reduce meat use 

  Reduce processed foods used in menu 

  Reduce food waste and find use for it 

  Improve menu to reduce impact 

Guidelines/Actions: 

Short-term:  

1. Initiate establishment of a permaculture garden. 

2. Establish a compost heap 

3. Re-design menu 

4. Workshop with cooking staff to plan ordering and quantities better 

5. Meet with Spar manager to organize use of boxes rather than grocery packets 

 

Medium-term: 

1. Get pigs & chickens into permaculture garden to eat food waste 

2. Workshop to evaluate menu changes 

3. Incorporate meal audits and permaculture into environmental education programmes 

 

Long-term: 

1. Have well-established permaculture garden well managed and productive 

 

Ongoing Behaviour Change: 

1. Buy organically grown food 

2. Buy locally grown food as much as possible 

3. Work daily in permaculture garden 

4. Reduce food waste by catering accurately for the correct number of people 

5. Reduce meat intake to eat lower on the food chain 

6. First check remaining food at the centre before purchasing for the next course as much may still be utilized 

Resources 

 A Diet for a New America. John Robbins. Stillpoint Publishing 

 May All Be Fed: Diet for a New World. John Robbins. William Morrow and Co. Inc. 

Contacts 

 Vegetarian Society of SA. The Green House, 112 Hunter Street, Bellevue, Johannesburg, 2098.  
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The same layout and process is being used for all sixteen topics. This is resulting in some 

exciting activity at Twinstreams. This process has been initiated in early 1999 and there is 

still much that needs to be done but we now have a framework that helps us to do it better. 

 

The integration of the CEMP into environmental education programmes offers an exciting 

and dynamic approach to environmental education. It involves learners in meaningful action 

research and problem solving. For the few days that they live at Twinstreams, they are 

participating in a critical evaluation and more informed living practises. Some of the 

activities that can take place within this method include:  

 

Audits 
 

To audit is simply to measure, analyse and evaluate the use of a resource or activity. This can 

be done by a variety of means. One way is to record the daily use of a resource. For example, 

to audit water use, learners will measure the amount of water that each water-using activity 

uses. These figures are recorded and for a twenty-four hour period the learners record the 

number of times they do any water-using activity. Examples are flushing toilets, showering, 

brushing teeth, washing clothes and dishes, cooking, shaving, watering the garden, washing 

cars, water used in production of objects used that day, etc… Ideas on how to measure how 

much water each of these activities uses can be obtained from any of the WESSA 

environmental education Projects or from the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry‟s 

(DWAF) 2020 Vision project for water week, contact your local DWAF office. 

Each learner is provided with a timetable that lists all possible water-using activities. Each 

time they do such an activity they note it on their checklist. The results are totalled after a 

twenty-four hour period and problem areas are discussed. The learners develop strategies for 

reducing wasteful water practices.  

 

Action Taking 
 

The learners participate in the guideline actions that emerge from the auditing and 

discussions. To return to the example of „Eating Habits‟, learning programmes at 

Twinstreams now include slots where the learners visit the permaculture garden and work in 

it for a few hours. Not only are the principles of permaculture learnt but the learners are also 

actively contributing to producing their next meal. They make compost, plant vegetables, try 

companion planting experiments and so on. 

 

A possible weakness in these methods is that the learners are still removed from their 

context. A „Home Environmental Management Plan‟ (HEMP) framework is currently under 

discussion at Twinstreams. This would involve learners developing a framework for a HEMP 

while they are at Twinstreams with practical examples to learn from and insights and 

experience offered by the education staff. Exciting links can also be made to the School 

Environmental Policy and Management Plan, a resource pack that will be discussed next. 

 

 

Links to your work: 
Does your Centre have an environmental management plan? It is very simple to develop one and it 
provides a very useful framework for managing your activities better. Why don‟t you start developing 
one today? A useful resource to help you get started is the Home Environmental Management 
booklet printed by Share-Net. 
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School Environmental Policy and Management Plan 
 

In early 1998, a number of environmental educators, including Kim Le Roux, Rob 

O‟Donoghue, Heila Lotz and Kevin Burge, compiled a resource pack to guide and support 

the development and implementation of school environmental policies (Le Roux, 1999). This 

pack has been widely used to support EE processes in South Africa. The pack has grown and 

adapted with time and use and was changed from a pack focusing on policy to include 

environmental management. The pack is basically a guiding framework plus resources to 

support the development of environmental policies in schools and take action to better 

manage a school‟s resources and activities. It consists of a number of loose folders each 

representing an aspect of a school (Le Roux, 1999). Figure 1 shows an outline of all the 

elements contained within the pack. 

Each element can be audited and incorporated into a school policy. The central guiding 

element is that of curriculum, thus all activities concerned with the environmental policy 

development and implementation of the management plan become central to the classroom 

learning and part of a holistic, meaningful approach to Outcomes Based Education. The 

process of developing an environmental policy and management plan does not, therefore, 

become extra work external to the curriculum but a core organising framework for good 

learning at school. 

 

 

Figure 1: an outline of the elements of the School Environmental Policy and Management 

Plan. (Adapted from Le Roux, 1999) 

 

Some of the benefits of environmental policies in schools include the frameworks for 

curriculum development that they provide, the better organisation of EE Activities, it helps 

manage the school‟s resources more wisely, provides specific plans for action and enables 

the school to participate within the community in co-operative policy development (Le Roux, 

1999). 

A possible shortcoming of the use of the pack at WESSA environmental education Centres is 

that its use has been reserved almost exclusively for adult and teacher groups. I believe that it 

Curriculum 
“the sum of all formal and 
informal teaching and learning 
experiences” 

School Calendar 

Enviro Information 

Resource Use 

Clubs 

Adventure & Culture 

Competitions 

Community Knowledge 

School Grounds 

Fieldwork 

Action Projects 

  Audit & Act 

Evaluate & Review 
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could be used very effectively with young learners with the co-operation of their teacher, so 

that the learners take part in the initiative of using the pack to develop school policies. This 

would involve doing audits at the environmental education centre so that the skills and ideas 

associated with developing a policy are developed. These audits and other activities will link 

in very well with the activities associated with the Centres Environmental Management Plan 

discussed above. Learners spend time actively thinking about the impact of their activities 

and resource use, measuring the impact and then developing policies and action plans to 

reduce this impact. This involvement of learners as active participants in society is a radical 

departure from some of the top-down and behaviourist approaches to education used in the 

past. 

 

 

 

Links to your work: 
You can get a copy of the School Environmental Policy pack from Share-Net in Howick. Get yourself 
a copy and familiarise yourself with the pack. It is an extremely useful resource for supporting 
teachers and learners. 
 

 

 

             
Conclusion 

             
 

This booklet has described a broad array of EE methods and activities. Each method and 

activity has been briefly explored in terms of its underlying educational theory and the 

context in which it was developed or adapted. It has been seen that it is not possible or 

desirable to try and “box” methods or activities and define them as derived from a particular 

theory of education. Rather, all the theories of education have had an influence on what and 

how we do EE. The extent or degree of influence has changed over time and it is this ebb and 

flow of powerful ideas that shape what we do that has been described here. As educators 

responding within the environmental crisis, it is important that we grapple with these ideas of 

education and that we understand our own assumptions about how people learn. This better 

understanding can only help us respond more appropriately.  
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