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Abstract 

Critical ethnographie research with four urbain, multiculturai secondary school 

environment clubs is presented through the theoretical framework of critical pedagogy. 

The analysis explores how teachen and etudents reflect and re-construct mainstream 

environmental discourses and representations of nature as they negotiate the stmcture 

and culture of schooling and social relations of race/ethnicity, class, and gender. The 

liberal-humanist, community service approach to environment clubs adopted by teachers 

is deconstructed as the author considers the role o f  the club in eonstructing student 

apathy and in depoliticizing student activism. The clubs' moralized discourse of green 

consumerism, centred around the activity of recyciuig, is examined for how it serves more 

to deflect and suppress environmental aiticism than to 'inake a difference." Lady, it is 

argued that environmental values and perspectives are not simply inculcated thmugh 

positive "naturew and commmity service experiences, but are shaped by raciallethnic, 

class, and gender identities and relations. 
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1 Introduction 

When 1 moved to Toronto in January 1997 to begin my masters degree, 1 decided to 

gain some experience of environmental education in th classroom. 1 had long held an 

interest in the contradictions between schooling and ecological ways of Ling and 

knowing, yet was active mostly on the comunity side of environmental organizing. I felt 

it was too easy ta critiûze schooling nom the outside and desired some insight into the 

position of the teacher trying to teach environmentally. Through a few contacts, 1 set up a 

volunteer placement with a teacher in a Toronto high school who invited me to organize 

somethuig for his grade 10 environmental studies class. My fïrst meeting with them was 

memorable: they infomed me that environmental studies was boring. Cornparhg 

environmental studies to math, they suggested some students will like it, some students 

will not. They did not. Passionate in their cornplaints about their teacher and classes, 

they had no interest in discussing environmental issues with me at all. Not only did they 

not care about the environment, they declared in a pointed tone of defiance, but they 

wanted big cars and big houses and lots of money for consumer goods. 1 was at a loss for 

what to do. Were they just ~ e ~ c e n t r e d ,  materialistic teenagers? Were they rebeiiing just 

to give me a hard t h e ?  #en 1 looked around the mdticultural classroom-the different 

races represented, the different languages spoken--1 realized 1 had no idea who these 

students were, what issues they faced, what experiences they would have had, or what 

their lives were like at all. So different from my Anglo-Canadian rural background, my 

middle class white privilege so proud of rejecting consurnerism. It seerned like they had 

already rejected the environmentalism 1 was coming to them with, leaving me with little 
ground h m  which to initiate any h d  of dialogue. 

As 1 pursued my coursework and read as much as 1 could in the areas of critical 

pedagogy, feminist theory, and environmental thought, the image of that classroom stayed 

with me almost as a puzzle to be solved, decoded, somehow understood. What could 1 

have done in that moment of incompatibility, when ou. discourses and desires seemed 

incommensurable and dialogue impossible? How does one engage those who refuse to be 

engaged? Or rather, how could 1 l e m  the terms according to which they would be 

willuig to engage with me and is there some space for environmentalism there? 1 sought 

out mulücultural perspectives within the literature of environmental education and found 

a gaping absence. 



When t h e  drew near to develop a thesis proposal, my &oughts returned again 

and again to that site. 1 had no clear, articulate question, just that image and my 

confusion. But I hesitated to take on what appeared to be a necessarily negative project: 

clearly, the classmom climate had been deadening for the studenb. Di6 1 want to merely 

document another list of the ïüs of schooling? 

But another experience 1 had working with kacher8 and students in high schools, 

this time in the area of human rights rather than environmentalism. prompted me to 

consider the space the school offers for activism and organizing. Working as a volunteer 

with the educational programme of a human rights centre in Gaborone, Botswana, 1 came 

across human rights clubs in a number of local schools. The initiative had been 

developed by the human rights centre, but then abandoned with staff tum-over. Enough 

interest had been sparked however, that teachers in over 50 junior and senior schools had 

started clubs and were calling the centre for ideas on what they could be doing. Whüe a 

network of teachers and university students, in coqjunction with the human righb centre, 

were working on a curriculum module on human rights, the idea of the human rights 

clubs seemed to be to create a network for peer education and a forum for action and 

education within the community. The clubs regularly attended monthly discussion 

forums on current human rightshocial issues and demonstrated a keen interest in 

political affairs. I was most impressed with the teachers advising the clubs: they saw 

themselves as change agents within the schwl and within society. During a candid and 

serious discussion of the problem of teenage pregnancy and the consequential gender gap 

in educational attainment it has caused, the teachers shared the different strategies they 

employed to keep girls in school, ranging from procuring birth control counselling and 

distributing condoms to keeping a girl's pregnancy quiet untü the end of exams, and they 

raged at the men within all levels of the educational system, including the Ministry of 

Education, who they knew had been responsible for their students' pregnancies. They 

were keen on lobbying for changes to the law which dictates pregnant girls must be 

errpeUed and on Lodging cornplaints a g a i .  these teachers and principals, but they were 

fearfid for their jobs and needed to know what sort of support they-as individuals and as 

a network-could count on h m  the human rights centre. 

When 1 retumed to Canada and retumed to my studies in environmental education 

and retumed to the dilemma of developing a thesis proposal, I remembered that students 

at two youth environment conferences 1 had attended fkequently mentioned how they 



were part of their schools' environment cluba. Even many students 1 encountered in 

environmental studies programmes at university mentioned their high school 

environment clubs as meaningfd precursors tn their current studies and activism. Were 

these environment clubs created in the same spirit as the h u a n  r i g h  clubs? Did they 

similarly provide students and teachers with a forum for activism? Could they serve to 

infuse the school culture and curriculum with an environmentai ethic? These questions 

grew into a thesis which named the environment club as a provocative site of study at the 

ambiguous, possibly contradictory, crossroads of schooling and organizing. 1 ask: What 

kind of space might an enuironment club open up for counter-hegemonic discourses and 

p r a c k  within the school and within society? And how might we mate such moments? 

To answer this question, 1 set out to conduct ethnographie research with a sample 

of environment clubs, spending. h e  with them and fïnding out what was going on. The 

questions driving the data collection were elaborated into: What meaning(s) and 

functionW does the club hold for participating teachen and students? What is their 

understandmg of environmental issues and environmental activism? How might social 

relations of racelethnicity, class, and gender intersect with their involvement in the club 

and their understandings of environmental issues? How are the actions, understandings, 

and achievements of the clubs shaped by the community, institutional, policy, and social 

contexts within which they take place? 

1 realize now that much of my enthusiasm for the site of the environment club was 

from a liberal attraction to the student-centred, experiential. leadership-through- 

community-service pedagogy embodied in school clubs. 1 think 1 was hoping to locate the 

'key ingredients" behind this 'empowering" process and these motivated actors, 

presuming they represented some kind of mode1 for environmental activism/education. 

But such abstxaction dangerously glosses over the relations of power and contestations of 

definition which shape and comprise such groups; the more this becarne apparent, the 

more my focus shifted fkom trying to capture the essence of the club experience to 

analyzing the underlying discourses and practices of the clubs. By doing so, 1 am 

politicizing the environment club: probing the political implications and social relations 

of a phenornenon and a site not usually considered 'politi~al.~ This is no 'how-to' guide for 

environment clubs, nor a catalogue of theV activities, but more of an exploration into the 

(constnicted and potential) place of youth and schools in environmental discourse and 

politics. As such, my analysis is bssed on the theoretical framework of Qitical pedagogy 



and cultural studies and the premise that education is inherently political. 

Indeed ihis research project has represented my movernent from a liberal to a 

cnticd analysis of education. And it is my fust attempt at combining cnvironmental 

thought with an malyYis of class, racelethnicity, and gender relations. My analysis of 

gender relations is more elaborated and extensive than my analysis of racelethniCity and 

class as 1 have a stronger academk background in feminist theory than in anti-racist 

education, but 1 do attempt to consider the interconnectedness of these relations of power. 

The text I have produced is a tentative offering, the result of an impetuous graduate 

student who ventured onto the shaky foundations of an undeveloped terrain. It is driven 

as much by my theoretical interests in critical pedagogy as by the particular themes and 

patterns which emerged in the research, and alternative readings of the data presented 

are no doubt possible. 

1 begin by placing these questions and this site within the theoretical framework of 

aitical pedagogy and critical environmental thought. in Chapter 3 , I  define and outline 

my research methodology, explaining where critical ethnography fits in both this 

theoretical framework and educational research generally. 1 conclude by detailing the 

procedures I followed in carrying out the research. In Chapter 4,I profile the four clubs 1 

worked with and elaborate the context in which they exist, namely the environmental 

policies and curridums and the dynamics of radethnicity and dass within the schools, 

the Board of Education, and the province. Chapters 5 through 10 represent my andysis 

and discussion of my findings. 1 begin with a look at the social relations and culture of the 

school in Chapters 5, 6, and 7, presenting three different, yet CO-existent, versions of the 

archetypal high school club. 1 oRt present, then deconstruct the standard liberal tale of 

leadership, mentoring, and cornmunity service by considering the role of the club in 

constrvcting student apathy and in depoliticiPng student activism. In Chapters 8 and 9.1 

shift my focus to the environmental discourses taken up and produced by the 

environment clubs. Chapter 8 examines the implications and positions of the clubs within 

the mainstream discourse of green consumerism or lifestyle environmentalism, while 

Chapter 9 gives speciai attention to the dinarent narratives of nature provided by 

students of different class and cultural origins. In Chapter 10, I take gender as the central 

theme and consider the d e s  of schooling and environmental discourses in shaping the 

gender relations and identities of the club members. Chapter 11 serves as both a 

summary of the analysis and a reflection on the research methodology and process. 1 end 



with the recommendations 1 wiH t ake  back to the teachers and students in the 
participating environment clubs. 



Much of th2 debate w i h i n  environmental education around the issue of activism 

has been a liberal versus conservative stand-off between those who posit citizen 

participation as part of the purpose of education in a Liberal-democratic society and those 
who vigilantly guard against bias and politicization of the schools.1 The liberal view has 

generally prevailed, as evidenced by the inclusion of 'empowerment" and &citizen action" 

in most sets of environmental education objectives (Hungerford and Volk 1990; Palmer 

1998), and environmental activism is not uncornmon in North American schools. Infomed 

by the theoretical framework of critical pedagogy and cultural studies, 1 ask a dSerent set 

of questions about activism in schools, concerned that the liberal argument rested with 

the twofold assumption that the experience of activism empowers youth and that the 

empowerment of youth is what is needed for ecological social change. Rather than asking 

whether environmentalism should enter the schools, 1 ask how is environmentalism-- 

persistent in popular culture and political struggle even if sti i l  marginalized within the 

curriculum--taken up and re-constructed by teachen and students and how is their 

activism mediated by the institution of schooling, social relations of racdethnicity, class, 

and gender, and mainstream environmental discourses. 

After briefly re-visiting the Liberal argument, 1 will lay out the theoretical 

framework which guides my analysis. I provide an overview of the mqjor concepts of 

critical pedagogy in order to delineate the difference between the liberal and critical 

approaches. Then 1 explore the relevance of the cr i t ica i  work on youth subcultures to the 

analysis of school clubs. However, since envimnmentalism itself seems to remain in the 
blind spot of critical pedagogy, 1 then turn to consider environmental activism and the 

environmental movement fkom a Qitical perspective sensitive to the cultural poiitics 

highlighted within critical pedagogy. Together, this triad of critical work--critical 

pedagogy, critical subcultural theory, and environmental thought--should prepare the 

theoretical ground into which the seeds of my ethnography are sown. 

Education for Action 

Environment clubs receive token mention in the literature of environmental 

1 See Sanera (1998) and Smith (1998) for a recent manifestation of this debate. 
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education,2 referenced in passing as exemplary models of environmental action in schools 

or evidence of environmental concern among youth. Raan  (1990), for example, closes 

his discussion of the 'fded curriculum" with these words of optirnisin: 

Some of the most exciting initiatives in environmental action are occuITing 
in schools, but not as a planned result of instruction. Environmental clubs, 
recyciing gmups, student action cornmittees are leading whole communities- 
-and often teachers-into new forms of responsible environmental 
behaviour. (49) 

Such action projects are elaborated in 'how-to' guides and teacher manuals, which 

describe examples of success stories or offer lists of possible projects schools could do. 

Recommendations range from 'running a planet-conscious home by, for example, 

consenhg energy, recycling waste products, repairing broken goods whenever possible" 

to "establishmg a school garden to produce organieaüy grown food for consumption at 

school" and "questioning candidates for local and national eledions on their views on 

major global issuesw (Greig, Pike, and Selby 1987, 58-59). W e  the literature includes 

many spectacular stories, such as Lewis' (1991) grade six class which cleaned up n 

neighbourhood tuxic waste site then lobbied the Utah state legislature to create a State 

Superfund to clean up hazardous waste state-wide o r  Hammond's (1992) high school 

students who purchased a local 1,000-acre swamp for environmental protection through a 

municipal tax approved by referendurn, Weilbacher (1991) points out these gmups are 

exœptional. His informai survey of environmental education professionals concludes that 

"most action projects are recycluig newspapers or pic- up Litter" (Weilbacher 1991,34). 

The rationale for such action or involvement projects cornes h m  the literature on 

citizenahip education, which stresses democratic participation and social responsibiüty. As 

Greig, Pike, and Selby (1987) implore: 

If the generation now at school is to be any better equipped to bear the 
enormous responsibilim for the [planet], students urgently need to practise 
and refine action-oriented skills. ... This goal is unlikely to be achieved 
unless schools provide opportunities-and support-for students to become 

- - - -- - - - - - 

2 I have chosen not to link contemporary environment clubs to the long (and 
continuing) m a i  legacy of 4-H Clubs and agridtural cornpetitions because these do 
not seem to have provided any stimulus or mode1 for the current environment clubs, 
which have ody existed in any widespread way since the late 1980s. WhiIe a province- 
wide s w e y  was clearly beyond the scope of this study, I would speculate that 
environment clubs are more of an wban and suburban than rural phenornenon. A 
cornparison of how m a l  and urban youth take up and constnict environmental 
discourses and practices would be valuable reaearch. 



involved in social and political processes both within and beyond school 
gmunds. (58) 

Citizenship education is central to the liberal projec? and expdential iearning 

foundational to that goal. In an impassioned foreword to Education for Cituenship, 

Barber (1997) invokes the spirit of Dewey ta define the purpose of schooling as citizenship 

education: 

If schooling is ta be guided one again by its demmtic  mission, it needs to 
be not only supported fmancidy but also reendowed with a sense of civic 
passion. This means that public schools must be understood as public not 
simpiy because they serve the public, but because they establish us as a 
public. (xii). 

He then outlines three principles of citizenship education: mdticultural tolerance and 

respect; democratic procedures and structures; and experiential learning. He emphasizes 

that the idea of citizenship not be limiteci to political forums such as voting and elected 

officials, but should include community service. 'Serving othen is not just a form of do- 

goodism o r  feel-goodism, it is a road to social responsibility and citizenship," Barber (1997) 

insists and his plea for experiential learning through community s e ~ c e  is echoed across 

the literature (XE). Jones and Jones (1992) also link community service experiences with 

ci tizenship, remarking that ' 'participation' for the English child almost invariably means 

semices to the local comm~nity,~ and comment that 'active participation appears ta be a 

key theme in all the publications to datew (11). 

Environmental education is largely premised on this two-pronged argument that 

the purpose of education is to create a socially-responsible, actively participating 

democratic public and the appropriate pedagogy to achieve this goal is experience in 

action projects or involvement in the community. In the preface to her comprehensive 

book surveying the theory and practice of environmental education, Palmer (1998) 

justifies environmental education in citizenship terms: uFew would doubt the urgency and 

importance of learning to live in sustainable ways ... and of taking care of the Earth today 

so that friture generations may not only meet their own needs, but also enjoy Me on our 

planet" (ix). In her review of international conferences on environmental education, 

Palmer (1998) M e r  notes how values, cornmitment or responsibility, and action skills 

conaistently appear in their statements of objectives. Action projects in schools have 

provoked the criticism that environmental education is ideological, promoting one 

particulai agenda rather than 'objective howledge" (see Jickluig 1993; McClaren 1991; 



Sanera 1998), but experiential learning =mains vigorously defended by practitioners and 
theorists. And, while the field is not as experientially-based a9 many would like (RafTan 

~nces  1990; Weston 1996), arguments for empowerment of youth through action e x p d -  

abound. 'Such experïences," claims Smith (1998), 'teach children that by acting as 

environmentd stewards, they can contribute to the health of their communitiesw (52). He 

suggests that not oniy will such experiences lead children to be responsible adults who 

know they me capable of 'making a ciifference," they can prevent children fkom falhg 
into cui 'ecophobia" coma, Mghtened and intimidated by problemv they camot fix (Smith 

1998,51). 

Despite this apparent consensus on the objectives for environmental education 

(Hungerford and Volk 1990), the meaning of 'citizenship' remains hotly mntested and the 
vague phrase 'action' hiubours numerous and contxadictory interpretations. How activist 

ciui or should students be? While some in the field of citizenship education emphasize 

personal responsibility, o t h e n  Y tress community service and vuluntwrium, and still 

o h e r s  argue iur socid critique and change (Jones and Jones 1992; Reeher ruid 
C m - O  1997). Rimmermlui (1997) elaborates a broad conception of democrricy and 

participation LU include 'community discussions, community action, workplace action, 

public service, and protest politics" (7). M d e y  (1992) notes how definitions of 'good 

citizenship' have tended to d e r  to community service and obedience tu lriws, implying a 

citizenry. Like Rirnmerman (1997), he challenges this notion: 'good citizens ciuinot be 

only those who fit into systems, who express their dtnrism by c d g  for the less 

fortuna te... good citizens are dso those who wmt  to change things through 'actions that 

affect the distribution of resources, status, opportudties and l& chance w o q  sucid 

yruups ...' " ( M d e y  1992, 72). B d s  (1997) concurs with Madey's (1992) estimation of 

the field suggeYting 

Citizemhip education has been constructed historically by powerfid and 
mainstream groups and has usually served their interests. It hlis often 
foakred citizen pwsivity rather Ihrui acL.liuii, barylht sLude1ita i u ~ a  riuse3 uC 
historical mylh hi ikr rLLewpk Lu devrlop patriotism, conceptu&racl 
citizenship responvihility primarily as voting, and reiriforced the do&uuii 
social, racial, and class inequality in Arnerican society. In other words, 
citizenship education in the United States has historkiilly reidorced 
cluruiiirint-pup hegemony and student inaction. (4) 

Clearly these t e m s  and assumptions-citizenship. action, empowerment-need to be 



examined much more thoroughly. Environmental educators need to ask who is 

constructing whut kind of erperiences to lead whom to take cction for what, before 

gresuming that environmental action pmjects are 'empowerlig' for youth. Transfomeci 

into a research question, I ask: hou, are the expericnces and actions of kachers aiid 
students in environment clubs mediated by their social and institutional contexts and 

what effect do they have on which individuals, institutions, and social structures for what 

purpose? Whose interests do these consequences serve? Are they consistent with the 

social and political goals and principles of the environmental movement? 

Critical Pedagogy: Theorking Social Change 

Critical pedagogy is not commonly referred to in the literature of environmental 

education, nor in environmental thought generally. Nor has critical pedagogy taken up 

environmental issues at any length. hdeed, as Bell (n.d.1 observes, 

Tthe literature is notable, in fact, for its failure to acknowledge connections 
between the human oppressions that it aims to address (racism, sexism, 
heterosexism, classism ...) and the exploitive, degrading and despotic 
relationships that are all too typical among humans and the rest of nature 
in modem industrial societies." (2) 

The value of adopting and working Born the perspective of critical pedagogy is the 

attention it pays to the interface between culture, power, discouse, and education. While 

environmental thought as a tentative social theory, and environrnentalism as social 

movement, are concerned with interrogating the ideologies which underlie and shape 

modern relationships between humans, their soaal institutions, economic systems, and 

the rest of nature, and changing these dominant values and practices, they have paid littie 

attention to the processes by which the dominant hegemony is established and 

maintallied. Critical pedagogy asks the more general questions of 'how and why 

knowledge gets constructed the way it does, and how and why some constructions of 

reaüty are legitimated and celebrated by the dominant culture while others clearly are 

not" and seeks to understand how these dominant ideologies c m  be contested, reshaped 

and overthrown in popular democratic stniggles (McLaren 1989,169). These are cleariy 

central questions for a social movement which aims to fiindamentally restructure social 

and economic organization on more sustainable tem. 

The school is just one of many cultural sites which contributes to the production 

and reproduction of social structures and meanings; indeed, many would suggest that the 



media plays a much larger role in shaping people's understandhgs, particdarly amund 

environmental issues. But thc school remains an important social institution nonethdess 

with at  leaat a partial mandate, if never quite rralized, of n u % i  Imowtedgable, active, 

caring citizens. Critical pedagogy considers the school as a teLiain of cultural stniggle, 

%ction[ing] simultaneously as a means of empowering students moud issues of social 

justice and as a means of sustaining, legitimizing, and reproducing dominant class 

interests" (McLaren 1989, 167, emphasis in original). As opposed to mainstream 

educational theories which conceive of schools as socializing agents which provide 

students with the universal skills, knowledge, and attitudes needed for productive and 

responsible future lives as workers and citizens, critical pedagogues view schooi 

knowledge as socially and historically constructed. Knowledge is not some cumulative 

body of universal, objective facts, but ideological expressions of historically-specific 

relations of power, and bound to political and economic interests within the wider social 

reality, often Lnked to social relations of dass, racdethnicity, and gender. As such, the 

task of critical pedagogy is largely archeological, uncovering these interests and the 

mechanims by which they are legitimated. 

Schools reinforce and repmduce the dominant culture by means of both the overt 

curriculum and also the implicit, or hidden, curriculum in the social relations embodied in 

classroom practices. W l e  bureaucratized into a technical process of experts, facts, 

implementers, and audiences, school CUITidums are highly political. The development 

of a curriculum, deciding which discourses3 and representations of social life are included 

and which are not, cunstitutes so many political a&. And the separation of curriculum 

writing from delivery and fkom learning disempowers both teachers and students from 

being historîcal subjects creating their own meanings and understandings to being 

subjects of history. McLaren (1989) further insists that "knowledge should be examined 

not only for the ways in which it might misrepresent or mediate social reality, but also 

... [how well it] provides grounds for understanding the actual conditions that inform 

everyday lifem (183). Thus efforts to ensure that women, racial and ethnic minorities, 

people with disabilities, the poor and working class, people from other nations, and 

3 To refer to discourse is to acknowledge that knowledge is always an ideological 
c o ~ c t i o n  linked ta pdCU1a.r interests and social relations, and governed by a set 
of anonymous, historical d e s  which Foucault calls discursive practices: %des that 
govem what can be said and what must remain unsaid, who can speak with authority 
and who must listen" (McLaren 1989,180). 



animals are equitably and f e l y  represented within textbooks o a  partidy disnipt the 

dominant discourse if they fail to explore patriarchy, colonialism, racism and 

discrimination; minimize social corifiict; and omit or present negatively the st.~!ggles of 

labour unions. social movements, and freedom fighten, as school textbooks tend to do 

(Anyon 1981; Apple 1990). 

The hidden curriculum consists of the tacit ways in which knowledge and 

behaviour get constnicted: the 'messages that get transmitted to the student by the total 

physical and instructional environment, governance structures, teachers' expectations, 

and grading procedures" (McLaren 1989,183). Many theorists and popular writers have 

noted how classroom social relations teach obedience, paasivity, apathy, provisional self- 

esteem, competitiveness, dis-connectedness, and indifference.4 Critical theorists ask how 

this is connected to relations of power in the wider society: how routinized, passive work 

complies with the needs of efficiency and productivity in the corporate marketplace, how 

apathy is desirable for suppressing opposition, how competitiveness undermines 

solidarity movements, and so on. More specifically, feminists and critical pedagogues have 

noted how students get treated differently in the hidden curriculum, on the basis of their 

gender, class, ability, andlor racial and ethnic background, often contradicting and 

displacing the rhetoric of equality or multiculturalism which might prevail in the explicit 

curriculum. Bourdieu (1977) developed the notion of adturd capital* to explain how the 

language, social practices, and knowledge of students of workmg class and ethnic minority 

backgrounds are devalued in the classroom. Cultural capital refers to uthe general 
cultural background. knowledge, disposition, and skills that are passed on fkom one 

generation to another ... [including] ways of taking, acting, modes of  style, rnoving, 
socializing, f o r m  of knowledge, language practices, and values" (McLaren 1989, 190, 

emphasis in original). As teachers corne mostly h m  white, middle clam origins, they tend 

to reflect. atnrm, and relate better ta students who exhibit middle class language and 

behavioral codes. Starting with elementary school, academic performance often reflects 

the appreciation or devaluation of students' dtural capital and such egpectations becorne 

ingrained over tirne. In Toronto, this r ed t s  in the disproporüonate labelling of students 

h m  workuig class. black Caribbean, and non-English speaking backgrounds as special 

needs or behavioral problems, setüng into motion a subtle mechanism of streaming with 

lifetime implications (Henry 1994; Curtis et aL 1992). 

4 See Gatto (1992) for a particdarly poignant amimt. 



Through the explicit curriculum and the implicit noms and meanings which 

structure school relations, schools define and shape the boundaries of what constitutes 

knowledge and an 'educatedw person. As Ciroux (1983) demonstrates, "the imprint of the 

dominant society and culture is inscribed in a whole range of school practices, i.e. the 

official language, school d e s ,  classrmm social relations, the selection and presentation 
of school knowledge, the exclusion of spedîc cultural capital, etc." (66). While schools 

privilege and legitimize certain h d s  of howledge, behaviour, and meanuigs over others, 

the significant social and political consequences of this process ensure this 'regime of 

truth" is not established and maintained without opposition and struggle. Giroux (1983) 

emphasizes how culture and knowledge are c o m c t e d  through 'specific processes that 

involve lived antagonistic relations arnong different socio-economic groups with unequal 

access to the means of power and a resulting unequal ability to produce, distribute, and 

legitimize their shared principles and life experiences" (74). Thus, 'what counts as 

knowledge in any given society, school, or social site presupposes and constitutes specinc 

power relations" (Giroux 1983, 75). 

Oppositional ideologies do exist; indeed this would be the way to understand the 

sociopolitical challenges launched by social movements such as feminism and 

envimnmentalism, which aim to change existing stereotypes, reconstruct social values, 

and expose institutional s tmc tws  of inequaüty/destruction. But McLaren (1989) notes 

that "the dominant ideology often encourages oppositional ideologies and tolerates those 

that challenge their own rationale, since by absorbing these contradictory values, they 

are more o b n  than not able to domesticate the confieting and contradictory values" 

(179). Token opposition allows the illusion of popular democracy, while neutralizing its 

effects. Oppositional ideologies are most visible in the domain of popular culture where 

political resistance is more easily sublimated into fantasy and desire and CO-opted by the 

logic of consumerism. 

Giroux (1983) cautions that cultural representations do not simply embody the 

interests of the dominant class, as early Mantist analyses of schooling presumed. While 

the social practices and representations of the dominant social d t u r e  tend to 'afnrm the 

central values, interests, and concems of the social class in control of the material and 

syrnbolie wealth of society," the dominant ideology neeh to be SUfEiciently responsive to 

individuals' social, emotional and psychological needs for it to maintain its legitimacy 

(McLaren 1989,172). Moreover, the hegemony of the dominant culture is never complete 



nor universal, as people variably accept, resist, and accommodate the dominant culture as 

they make sense of and live out their lives. What this analysis reveals is a dialectical idea 

of culture. In critical social theory, culture is not just a "way of life:" 
Intimately connected with the structure of social relations within class, 
gender, and age fmmations that produce forms of oppression and 
dependency, ... culture is viewed as a field of struggle in which the 
production, legitimation, and circulation of particular forms of knowledge 
and experience are central areas of mnflict. (McLaren 1989, 171) 

The dominant culture is not the only 'culture" or way of life, despite its seeming 

wversality in sehool and media discons.  In addition to the dinerent cultural practices 

and meanings people from minority ethnichacial backgrounds maintain, subordinate 

cultures and subcultures develop which provide people in subordinate social positions 

with Merent, sometimes oppositional, meanings and coping mechanisms; however, the 

ability of their members to express these cultural practices and values through the 

authority of social institutions such as the school is limited by their collective power in 

society. The power of the dominant ideology lies in its abiiity to legitixnize, conceal, or 

reify as hatural" and permanent (or common sense), domination and inequality. 

Translating critical pedagogy into classroom practice is not simple nor 

straightforward. In principle, the practice of critical pedagogy makes an explicit 

cornmitment to 'analysis and rejection of oppression, iqjustice, inequality, silencing 

marginalized voices, and authoritarian power structures" (Ellsworth 1989,300). But there 

is no simple 'how-to' guide for practitioners to follow; indeed, such abstraction runs 

counter to the historical and archeological task of critique. Ellsworth (1989) elabrates 

how critical pedagogy dissolves into Liberal humanism in practice, with its abstract 

promotion of "social change," 'empowerment~ and 'shident voice," and reliance on critical 

thinking and rational dialogue. Too often, the targets of 30-called critical pedagogy 

become students fimm the subordinate class-who need to change their consciousness or 

understandings o r  help in speaking fimm their silenced voies-instead of a pmject which 

works with students (or with groups outside of formai educational structures entirely) to 

target, through analysis, trusthespect, and political action, oppressive formations and 

power structures. As Ellsworth (1989) details, the analysis will always be incomplete, 

contradictory, and partial; the r e d t s  of actions will be unpredictable, unknowable, and 

maybe even counterproductive and/or oppressive to others' struggles for seEde£inition; a 

fully sde, open, and equitable classroom cm never be  achieved in a racist, sexist, and 



class society; and defiance, talking back, silence, and emotions are all a part of the 

dialogue. She concludes that the task of critical pedagogy is 

not ... one of building democratic dialogue between frei and egual 
individuals, but of building a coalition among the multiple, shifting, 
intersecting, and sometimes contradictory gmups carrying unequal weights 
of legitimacy within the culture and the classroorn. (317) 

Most importantly, we must heed Giroux's (1983) reminder that "theory and critique 

comprise only one essential means of illuminating the conditions that maintain the 

existing society. and that ultimately such conditions cannot be altered through a change in 

consciousness but through the force of collective action" (64-65). Environmental 

education, for example, is no replacement for an environmental movement; moreover, a 

critical environmental education should be directed at furtliering both the political goals 

of the movement and a deeper understanding of its theoretical underpinnings, 

implications, and possibilities. Through education, we can attempt to engage in social 

critique and reshape our own acts of complicity in structures of oppression, but education 

is only one part of social change. 

Adolescence, Clubs, and the Culture of Schooling 

School clubs enjoy a special place within the institution of schooling, perceived to 

be somewhat more autonornous and student-driven than classroom activities. While 

environment clubs may be a new phenornenon in secondary schools, extra-curricular 

activities generally eqjoy a long tradition in liberal education as participatory sites for 

leadership and citizenship skill development. To outline a critical appmach to analyzing 

clubs, 1 turn to the literature of critical youth subcultures which explores how youth 

negotiate social relations of class, racdethniaty, and gender and dominant cultural stories 

through expressions of style, oppositional behaviour, and social groups. The 

organizational histories of school clubs and youth organizations provide a critical stance 

h m  which to approach and analyze environment clubs. 

Adolescence is commonly presented as a haturalw stage of transition between 

childhood and adulthood, outside of historical t h e  and place and certainly outside of cless 

stniggle. Sornetimes categorized as a social class unto themselves, with their own uyouth 

culture," teenagers are assumed to be hormonally-driven, peer-oriented, and identity- 

seeking, or, in other words, uemerging nom within rather than socially constituted and 

constituting" (Lesko 1996, 148). The critical sociological literature of youth subcultures 



argues that youth practices must be understood in the context of wider class cdtural 

structures and stmggies and explores different youth subculhves as strategies used by 

suborrluiate groups in nego tiating, resisting, md/or subverting the dominant c u l t m  and 

their 'parent" cultures (Valentine et al. 1998). By 'naturalizing" the social processes 

through which 'adolescence" and 'adolescents" are produced, the popular and dominant 

discourses of adolescence obscure, on one hand, the social and organizationd practices 

that help create and reproduce a raced, gendered, and class society, and on the other 

hand, the class, gender, and r a d e t h i c  specifïcity of what gets considered the 'normal" 

developmental outcome of mature adults (Lesko 1996). 

By focusing on culture, i.e. the partidas ways, including eustoms, social relations, 

institutions and materid objects, in which a social group lives out and makes sense of its 

conditions of Me, critical theories of subcultures take as their premise that so-called 

delinquents are expressing social critique or poütical resistance and opposition through 

style: clothes, appearance, language, and rituals (Hall and Jefferson 1976, Hebdige 1979). 

But the cultural dimension of this "resistance" aiso means that these subcultures 

represent but imcrginary resolutions to structural problems of class and race oppression. 

Structural dilemmas are, for the most part, sublimated into psychological resistance 

rather than political organizing, although some groups, such as  'Punks,' also articulate a 

political critique or become politicized, such as the LA. 'Bloods and Crips' gangs aRer the 

1992 riots (Katz 1998). Sociologicd literature exploring political activism in new social 

movements, sueh as environmentalism, has been ignored by and appears to ignore this 

Literature on youth subcultures, likely due to the fonis on middle class populations in the 

former and working class populations in the latter. This leaves a gap in our 

understanding of how to approach the potential or practised political activism of youth 

which environment clubs might ernbody. How do I go about sensitively placing an 

environment club's activities and practices within the dialogical process of social 

construction and the contexhial framework of class, radethnicity and gender relations 

without denying or undermining agency? 

While reversing the assumptions and constructions of crixninaliw and normality in 

traditional stuàies of youth, critical approaches have largely rnaintained the focus on 

delinquency and deviance (and male youth), renamed as "subordjnate groups" (examples 

are Hall and Jeffemon 1976, Hebdige 1979, Willis 19'77), until recently (see Valentine and 



Skelton 1998).5 Indeed Valentine et aL (1998) acknowledge that "we have an inadequate 

understanding of young people who perform well at scbol, have good and positive 

relationships with %eir parents and other addts, who participate in a range of activities 

which do not cause harm or annoyanceu (24). The remit is that thc;re seems to be an 

underlying assumption that the 'others," in this case non-delinquents or mainstream 
youth, accept and conform to mainstream values: their cultural practices can be read 

unproblematically as the internalization of the dominant hegemony. Just as early 

ventures in subculturd theory tended to mnomic determinian and romanticization of the 

underclasses by equating resistance with subordination, this absence suggests an 

overmialized view of "good" adolescents, whose ranks include not only the white, middle 

classes, but also the mqjority of working class and racial or ethnic minority youth. As 

Valentine et al. (1998) remind us, even those 'who baaically get on with thei. iives as 

young people ... have to face an enormous range of social, cdtural, educational and 

financial pressures" (24). 

Presenting an ethnography of a suburban Detroit high school, Eckert (1989) 

explores this dualism between 'conforrnists" and "deviants" or, in her words, rocksn and 

%urnouts," and argues that these stereotypical categories exist in relation to each other, 

creating a peer-enforced polarization reflecting and reinforcing adult middle class and 

working class behaviours and values. Rather than seeing some students as deviant and 

the rest as conformist/mainstream, Eckert (1989) suggests that the peer relations of the 

school are stnictured around a "Jock-Bumout opposition." with most -dents falling (and 

identifying) somewhere in between. Jocks, predominantly (though not excluaively) of 

middle class backgrounds, are defineci ae those who are Yinto" school, the students who get 

dong well with their teachers, do well in school, participate actively in school activities, 

assuming leadership roles as they advance in grades. Burnouts, predominantly of 

working class backgrounds, dissociate themselves fkom the school and school activities, 

follow vocational or general-level academic streams, and engage in "adultW or illicit 

activities such as smokuig, dnigs,  city nightlife, and s a ,  more frequently or at an earlier 

age than their peers. Beyond these well-hown stereotypes, Eckert (1989) also reveals 

how Bumout student culture tends to be cross-generational, neighbourhood-besed, and 

5 There is also a substantial body of fe- work on &cultures, but it does not seem 
to hold as much relevance for the m e n t  discussion due to its overwhelming focus on 
the cultures of ferninini@* 



more egalitarian while in Jock student culture, personal identity is defined in terms of 

their institutional roks, activities demonstrate commitment ta the irotitution, and are 

socially-competitive. Both represent values held within their respective class origins C r  

'parent cultures." Eckert (1989) argues these peer relation$, identifiable almost 

universally in Arnerican schools, contibute as much as curriculum content and classroom 

practice to how schools socialize students into class structure and belief-systems. In 

particular, Eckert (1989) points out how extra-curricular activities, as the domain of the 

"jocks," play a significant role in the culture and political economy of the school as a social 

traclung system pardel to academic tracking structures. 

Ex tra-curridar activities, including sports teams, student couricil, and clubs, 

provide one of the only means for students to exercise any degree of self-determination 

and control over student Me. Eckert (1989) insists this "fkeedomw and *empowerment" be  

viewed within the structure of the high school as 'a corporate setmg," created through Yts 

strict delimitation of the corporate community, its isolation &om the outside community, 

its intemal hierarchical structures, its emphasis on role-oriented individual identity , and 
its task-oriented determination of interpersonal associationw (103). While widespread 

consumption is required for the success of activities students plan, such as dances, spirit 

rallies, and competitions, etc., only a limited few can participate in their production and 

fewer st i l l  in the controllleadership of the production groups. Considered then as the 

means of production of student cultural activities, extra-CUlTidar activities can be viewed 

as a corporate structure of hierarchy in the power relations of an rage cohort, sanctioned 

and numired by teacher favouritism and academidsocial success. In retum for this 

limited power, status, and limited fkeedom, the students involved in extra-curriculars 

must endorse the corporate noms of the school and the ultimate authority of teachers 

and administration. 

Student leaders, athietes, and their social &de are king groomed for a corporate 

mode of existence in a number of ways: learning how patience and loyalty while in the 

lower ranks have pay-offs once one becomes a senior, how informal contacts and 

networking are the grease that smooth one's upward rnobility in the meritocracy: 'as a 

substitute for participation in the larger community, the school offers mobility within an 

elaborate interna1 structure, which is clearly intended as preparation for later 

participation in an analogous adult structure" (Eckert 1989, 101). Eckert (1989) 

emphasizes how those who stand to lose power in th is  highly stnictured peer society 



"react q u i d y  to reject the context [the high school] itself;" moreover, while participation 

in extra-curriculars has a direct role in procuring college and university entrance for 

academic students, even Uie skills school clubs foster are not as relevant for vocational 

students (13). Despite the rhetoric of student free choice and recognition for individual 

merit, students do not arrive at high school on an equal setting, but already Werently 

socialid for leadership in their respective elementary schools. TLe hierarchy of high 

school peer relations solidifies and nomalizes social inequality among students. 

As a hallmark of progressive education, extra-cumcular activities are sure to be 

defended vigorously by teachers, parents, and students alike in the face of Eckert's (1989) 
analysis. As a recent editorial exclaims: Vhat's school Me without sports, the arts and 

ciubs?" School clubs are steeped in the liberal ideology of individual empowerment. 

Clubs are considered avenues for students to develop self-confidence and leadership 

skills, to explore their creativity and develop skills in the arts and music, to foster 

mentoring relationships between adult role models and youth, and to provide a 

meaningfd and healthy social Me for youth within the school stnicture. AU of these are 

important tasks, but liberal-humanist intentions do not erase the role clubs might play in 

perpetuating an oppressive and unjust system. In critical pedagogy, by contrast, 

empowerment means more than self-confirmation, but 'the process by which students 

learn to question and selectively appropriate those aspects of the dominant culture that 

will provide them with the basis for defining and transforming, rather than merely 

serving, the wider social order" or, in other words, to become an 'active political and moral 

subject" (McLaren 1989,186). 

Lesko (1996) traces the history of youth service clubs, such as Boy Scouts and the 

YMCA, to the racist and sexist discourse of 'character-buildingn in late 19th century 

Britain and America. Concemed that the i d u x  of "disorderly immigrants (e-g. Catholics, 

Eastern Europeans, Blacks fkom the South)" and 'feminized boys" would undermine 

social progress at this crucial turning-point in American development, the white, middle 

class establishment gathered its boys together to train them in "manliness, strength and 

6 'Schools need their activities." Brockuille Recorder & fimes, June 17th, 1998: A5. This 
editorial is a response to an amouncement by OSSTF, the Ontario Secondary School 
Teachers union, that stated many teachers feel their additional workload wiU prevent 
them h m  supervising extra-curridar activities in the schools next year. Of note is 
that the editors address their outrage mt to the government but to teachers, trying to 
shame them into assuming the extra burden Yor the sake of the students." 



dominance" (Lesko 1996,145). Adolescent development was one vehide to 'secure strong 

wills and disciplinecl bodies among middle-class White males" (145). The Boy Scouts were 

founded in the aftemath of the Boer War. Fe&' for the viability of the British 

Commonwealth, Lord Baden-Powell *wanted to promote early and ccntinunus training of 

boys to be nationalistic, disciplined, and obedient to orders" (Lesko 1998, 146). Traces of 

these militarist, nationalist, and masculinist themes are not hard to find in contemporary 

versions of these organizations, which st i l l  adopt uniforma with badges of merit and 

service, pledge allegiance to Queen and country, emphasize physical training, develop 

comradeship and loyalty among groups of men, and so on. 

Fine and Mechüng (1993) explore the modem forms youth organizations took aRer 

the 1950s, with reference in particular to Little League and Boy Scouts-the icons of 

middle class, suburban American (male) childhood. First, they note a shift from the 

morality of 19th century 'character-building" to the psychology of 'penonality," and 

correspondingly £rom an emphasis on social mords to fun, creativity, and expression. 

Third, the growing individualism of the post-war era, which prompted a shift in some 

schools towards child-centred learning, also led to a child-centred, personal choice 

approach to leisure activities and youth organizations. The fourth signincant shift was the 

domestication of boys' play: 'the ideal child of the 1950s, therefore, was well behaved, 

knew how to control his or her anger, and shied away hom aggressive or violent play* 

(Fine and Mechhg 1993, 125). This ideal wes constnicted-by media, science, schools, 

parents-in opposition to the 'juvenile delinquent," notably not white, middle class, 

suburban. Indeed Fine and Mechhg (1993) describe how the Boy Scout troop was 

explicitly conceived of as a 'wholesome version of the boy's gang," providing the same 

identity-group loyalty structure as gangs, through dorms,  ntuals and routines passed 

on through peer culture, but within an acceptable moral framework (128). These hybrid 

service-recreational youth organizations exemplineci middle class ideology and lifestyle in 

a number of ways, such as the prescription that fun and leisure should be structured and 

ordered; assumptions of leisure t h e  and disposable incorne and sutncient distance (social 

and material) h m  poverty and 'need" to volunteer one's time to anonymous others; and 

the justification of individual personal gmwth and development. AU of this contnbutes to 

the construction of individual altruism (or liberal guilt) as the appropriate response to 

social and economic ineqdties depoliticized and dehumanized into "charity cases." 

McLaren (1989) insists that 'schooling always represents an introduction to, 



preparation for, and legiümation of particular fornv of social We" (161). The cultural 

ethnocentrism of schools has k e n  well-noted in CUITidar content, where white, middle 

cl ass individuals, culture, and interests are disproportionately represented and promoted, 

but this hias towards niidde class ideology also permeates the structures of schoohg 

beyond the explicit curriculum and beyond the classroom. The "f!unn side of school, the 

sports teams, the clubs, the student council meetings, and the dances, also function to 

initiate students into middle class values and skills, including gender roles and 

heterosexism; meritocratic individualistic advancement; mrporatism, competitiveness and 

upward mobility; a consurnerist approach to democratic participation; and the 

universalization and normalization of these ethnocentric practices and beliefs. The 

interna1 functioning of clubs-des, rituals, power relations, and rewards-and the roles 

they assume within the institution of schwling are not politically or dturally neutral, as 

these histories reveal. 

This "hidden curriculum" of clubs does not deny that their memben may be well- 

intentioned, nor suggest that we do not need articulate and socially-engaged people in our 

society, for we most certainly do. I would not dispute the value of the liberal-humanist 

goals elaborated in citizenship education; but, just as in the classroom, the noms, values 

and beliefs embedded in club pedagogy may be as important as the content; and who is 

included and who is excluded important considerations in evaluating the outcome of the 

club experience. As McLaren makes clear, 

Let me stress that the pedagogical position 1 am advocating does not prohibit 
students or teachers from ... developing a sympathetic, affectionate, 
confidence-buildmg relationship with each other; rather it emphasizes that 
such sentiments and relationships need to be pursued within a pedagogical 
context in which the issue of self and social transformation is taken 
seriously. (1989,235) 

Moreover, the liberal rhetoric of participatory, empowering, youthcentred organizations 

does hold some possibiüty of reclaiming the club for a critical pedagogy of possibility. 1 

have located two examples of schwl clubs organized with emancipatory intent within the 

literature of critical pedagogy. 

Dey et al. (1991) discuss the creation of a Women's Committee which organized 

activities for Women's History MonthW as a precursor to the development of a Women's 

Studies elective in an inner city New York hi& schooL Confessing a personal tendency 

towards "rockmg the boat," the group organizer considered the creation of the group as 

the opening of some 'autonomous" and 'public space" for women at the school. The 



Cornmittee transformed into a discussion group and Dey et al. (1991) describe the process 

of learning that ensuerl: uyoung women p d a r i l y  h w n  by their aexuaiized appearance, 

and passive cl~ssroom dememiour, found themselves active participants in creating mal 
events in the school set+hg: pmel discussions, guest speakers, 'rap sessions.' " The 

initiative was not without controversy, including criticisms that they held "man-hating 

sessions in the library," but Dey et al. (1991) maintain that it legitimated the idea that 

young women had concerns not addressed by the regular school activities, which then 

opened up space for discussion of the establishment of the Women's Studies course. 

Bruno (1989) offers a less prornising account of the creation of a Young Leftists 

club at an upper middle class suburban high school. While the club itself, initiated by 

students, successfully attracted 75 students to join in regular events discussing 

contemporary social, political, and economic issues absent or trivialized in the regular 

curriculum, Bruno (1989) suggests he lost his teaching position for supervising their 

activities. He describes institutional resistance ranging from harassrnent of students by 

teachmg and administrative staff to intimidation atternpts such as compiling a list of al1 
members and ritual interrogation before any program was approved, and diluting theh 

radicalism by insisting students present %th sides of the issue" at their public forums. 

While some teachers were supportive, they were also intimidated into silence: Y'eachers 

privately gave us a thumbs-up, while publicly steering clear of the whole situation" (31). 

In fact, half a dozen teachers refused to  advise the club before Bruno agreed to do it. 

Brno (1989) concludes his story on a positive note, arguing that the Young Leftists club 

aecame synonymous with free thought, new idem, progressive movement and citizen 

participation ... [and] a course in contemporary issues, and a classroom where learning 

was student-directedm (31). 

Thus we see that school clubs have to capacity to provide opportwiities to explore 

topics or to engage in activities that are absent fimm the formal curriculum and as such 

muld consütute a social critique and reconstniction of the school's "regime of truth." And 

the coming together of interested and concemed students and teachers for discussion and 

action can provide a forum for participatory, egalitariam., and authentic learning and thus 

contribute to furthering the self and social empowerment critical educational theorists 

have noted are so absent h m  schools. On the other hand, school or youth clubs tend to 

develop into traditions with expected forms and functions-cheedeaders to supplement 

the football team, student council to plan dames and rallies, etc.-which often serve to 



reproduce and reinforce the meritocratic and corporatist ideals of the dominant hegemony 

of school knowledge and culture. If participation in school clubs i~ considered as the 

definitive expression of adherence to the noms of the school, and thus t o  norms of white, 

middle class, capitalist North American society, we need to a& how this impacts studsnts 

who may not share nor wish to give in to such noms, yet may have talents or interests in 

music or art o r  athletics or contemporary social issues which could be fostered by extra- 

curricu1a.r activities. As McLaren (1 989) asks: 

To what extent does adherence to the norms of the school mean that 
students will have to give up the dignity and status maintained through 
psychosocial adaptations to life on the street? To what extent does 
cornpliance with the rituals and norms or school mean that students have to 
forfkit their identities as membem of an ethnic group? (188) 

Environmenta l Activism: Culture, Class and Nature 
Critical pedagogy, and critical theorists generdy, are remarkably silent on the 

question of environmental issues and oppression/destniction of nature. Within the field of 

environmental education, a critical educational discourse is beginning to emerge, with 

debates about the ethical and eeological implications and political and epistemological 

biases of scientific knowledge; re-valuation of indigenous peoples' perspectives and 

knowledges; linkages drawn between race and gender oppression and melty  to animals; 

and criticism of technocratie and behaviourist research paradigms (Corcoran and Sieven 

1994; Gough 1990; Greenall 1987; Orr 1992; Robottom 1991; Robottom and Hart 1995; 

Selby 1995). The dominant approach to environmental education is moted in a positivist, 

analytical-empirical paradigm that considers the environmental crisis as a range of 

technical problems: toxins or nuclear radiation or ozone depletion or deforestation or 

overproduction of waste are presented as problems in the environment that can be solved 

by more scientinc research and development. By contrast, Di Chim (1987) explains that 

The envimnment is not something that has a reality totally outside or 
separate from ourselves and our social milieux. Rather it should be 
understood as the conceptual interactions between Our physicd 
surroundings and the social, political and economic forces that organize us 
in the mntext of these surroundings. (25) 

She continues that, "if we view the environment as a social construct, we can also view the 

'environmental problem' very differently ... Environmental problems are.. . social 

problems, caused by societal practices and structures" (25). This socially-critical 



perspective argues that environmental problems are the result of destructive and 

misguided social, economic, political, and cultural policies, pmctices, and beliefs which 

negatively impact ou.  biophysical environment such that the mstainability of human iife 

on the planet is now threatened. While problematizing the enduring reduction of 

environmental education to  science and environmental problerns to technical issues, 

sociallydtical environmental education has paid very Little attention to relations of class, 

race/ethnicity and gender. 1 thus find it more fniitfd to turn to the practices and 

literatures of the environmental movement to consider what an eco(critical)pedagogy7 

might entail or, at least, the cultural politics which it must engage. 

The label envimnmental movement is in some ways a misnomer as there is no 

such homogenous, coherent movement and the focus of environmental activism is 

exceptionally mdtifaceted and diverse: issues range from endangered species and 

wilderness preservation to global warming and ozone depletion, to urban smog and water 

pollution, to toxic accumulation in the food chah and hazardous waste disposal, to 

desertification and famine, to energy conservation and nuclear testing. Innumerable 

typologies exist which carve through the different perspectives and political goals 

clustered under the environmental urnbrella;8 perspectives which are simultaneously 

shaped and negotiated through political stniggle and by agents of cultural production, 

such as the mass media, the state, and schools. An added dimension to this ideological 

diversity is the mainstreaming of environmentalism that has occurred over the past two 

decades. Since the late 1980s, public opinion m e y s  h m  Britain, the United States, and 

Canada regulariy cite large mqjorities of people in support of envimmentalism and even 

self-defining as environmentalist (Dowie 1995; Furnham and Gunter 1989; Jordan and 

Maloney 1997; Macdonald 1991). Luke (1997) describes the remarkable shiR that has 

occurred in environmental discourse as follows: 

In the 1960s and early 1970s, any serious personal interest in the 

7 In fact 1 prefer the designation uecopolitical pedagogy" for socially-critical, social 
change-oriented environmental educations because it is open about its partial and 
partisan nature which, as Ellsworth (1989) notes, the title 'critical* pedagogy funüke 
feminist pedagogy) obscures. For similar debates within the field of environmental 
education see Russell's (1996) article aptly titled 'Educating About, In, For, and With 
the Outdoors." 

8 Examples include Dobson (1990), Dryzek (19971, Merchant (19941, and Paehkle 
(1989). 



environment often was seen as the definitive mark of radical extrernism. To 
dekr the attaeks of environmentalists, big business fkquently argued that 
growth was good, that any legislation aimed at  limiting pollution meant 
cutting jobs, and that ecologists were crackpot limousine liberals w i h g  to 
put the existence of snail darters before modem humanity's material 
pmgress. ... Earth Day 1990 saw 'environrnentalism' become a much more 
legitimate-or even mainsbeam-public good. Many mqjor coiporatiuns now 
feel moved to pmclaim how much 'every day is Earth Day' in their shop ... 
(116) 

Usually read ae an indication of the success of the environmental movement, Luke (1997) 

equates mainstreaming with a domestication of ecological critique from production to 

consumption, transforming 'a vernacular of 'Big business is dirty business' to dialects of 

'Factories donPt pollute. People do,' " which diffuses responsibility and obscures political 

agency (117). 

In the face of auch mainstreaming and corporate moptation, Adkin (1992), in 

particular, attempts to distinguish between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

environmental pmjeets, which she defînes as 

. . . those discourses critical of capitalist accumulation, of productivism, of 
science as domination of nature, of the prevailuig ideologies of science and 
technocracy, of relations of subordination-domination (gender, racial, 
heterosexual), and of the institutions and social pracüces that underpin such 
relations, including the restricted nature of liberal democracy and the 
separation of the personal fkom the political, or the private from the public. 
(136) 

Like Adkin, 1 am simüarly concerned with the discourses of environrnentalism which are 

taken up and produced within mainstiream institutions, such as schools and youth clubs. 

To which aspects of environmental discourse are youth exposed and how is this mediated 

by school, family, state and media, and social relations of racdethnicity, class. and gender? 

To which environmental discourses do emerging activists appeal? Whose interests and 

experiences do they serve and reflect? To what extent are they emancipatory, popular- 

democratic discourses or re-affirmations of the hegemonic mode1 of capitalist 

development? What kinds of social, political, and cultural changes do they realize? How 

do these discourses shape the new generation of environmental activists both in terms of 

political ideology and in tems of ethnidracial, class, and gender composition? 

The sociological literature on new social movements paints a pdctable  pictuie of 

the composition of the environmental movement. Activists are predominantly white, 

well-educated, middle class profession&, workmg in humanistic-intellectual fields, such 



as teaching, social work, health, and the public seetor, as opposed to technical or business 

fields (Jordan and Maloney 1997; Mercier 1997; Skerkat and Blocker 1993; Skogen 1996). 

Leaders, lobbyists and consultants tend to be male, while grassroots members are 

disproportionately women (Di Chiro 1992; Jordan and Maloney 1997; Mercier 1997; 

Rocheleau et al. 1996; Seager 1993). Even more predictably, environmental education 

research locates the 'significant life influencesw of environmental activists in experiences 

common to people of this class and cultural background: childhood experiences in the 

outdoors, such as family or youth group hiking and camping trips; dornestic pets; family or 

other adult role models; and positive environmentally-relate educational experiences 

(Chawla 1998; Palmer 1993; Tanner 1980). Constructing educational programmes which 

mimic these characteristics, environmental educators presume their samples of 

environmental activists represent mode1 environmental citizens towards which education 

should be directed. As Lewis and James (1993) point out, one of the most common 

misconceptions about racial and ethnic diversity and environmentalism is that the lack of 

nonwhites in the membenhip of environmental organizations indicates people of colour 

are not interested in environmental issues. A few multicultural studies, mostly lookmg at 

the perspectives of Mcan-Americans, have begun to emerge which suggest that blacks 

are as supportive as whites of the 'New Environmental Paradigm" (NEP) of 

postmaterîalist values (Caron 1989). For the most part, however, the enthocentric ideal of 

the 'envimnmental citizen" or "environmental activistw remains largely unchallengeci. 

Some critical theorists and left-wing activists have argued that environmental 

issues are in fact luxury issues of the atnuent who, not concerned with issues of basic 

survival, can afford to clamour for the material and aesthetic cornfort of a nice and 

healthy environment and they postdate that poor and working class people do not have 

the resources or priority to give to environmental concerns (Beck 1992; Hays 1987). Whde 

this stance may help put mordy-righteous environmental activists in their place, such a 

perspective ignores the voices and actions of poor and working class and racial and ethnic 

minority communities in North America and of third world peoples who hold that 

ecological sustainability is indeed a matter of survival. Taylor (1992) disputes both the 

assumption that people of colour and working class and poor people have Little or no 

interest in or concem for environmental issues and that they have shown limited 

participation or political mobilization around environmental iasues. Rather, she argues 

that the continued focus on wildlife and preservation issues by mainstream 



environmental organizations are not as relevant to ethnic and racial minorities and the 

poor and points to the emergence of an environmental justice movement in the United 

States, primarily composed of communities of colour, which has largely focused on issues 

of human health and urban environmental issues, such as toxic waste disposal and 

pollution. Commonly dated to the 1978 Love Canal tragedy in New York state and a civil 

rights-esque pmtest of the disposal of PCB-contaminated soi1 in the largely Black 

community of Warren County, North Caroline in 1982, the environmental justice 

movement has only recently started garnering mainstream attention (Bullard 1993; 

Goldman 1996; Pulido 1996). 

The 1991 First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit 

marked a milestone in defining the loose collection of grassroots organizing as a 

movement-and an environmental movement at that (Bullard 1994; Di Chiro 1992). Di 

Chiro (1992) documents how communities of colour have always been active around 

concerns of air and water quality, hazardous waste, and toxic chemicals, but they were 

approached variously as housing issues, or labour issues, or health issues; it is only the 

label 'environmentw that is new. Di Chbo (1992) cites Dana Alston, director of an 

environment pmgram at a Public Welfare Foundation, on the environmental cornmitment 

of people of colour: 

Now that gap in debition is being closed, but we always said that people of 
color were much more interested and invested in these issues than what 
wes being said about us, that is that 'we're not interested, we're too busy 
survivuig> even though the Black Congressional Caucus has had the best 
voting record on the environment in the past 20 years. (98) 

Much more than just naming their presence in the movement, activists of colour are 

putting social justice on the environmental agenda by unravelling the universaüzed 

'common problemn and 'common future* presumption of mainstream environmentalism 

with statistical evidence of environmental racism (Bryant 1995; Bryant and Mohai 1992; 

Bullard 1993; Bullard 1994; Pulido 1996). Despite the global dimensions of modem 

environmentai problems, environmental resources, risks, responsibility, and 

decision-making power are not equally distributed. Environmental problems can be read 

as social justice issues where class, racdethnicity, and gender are significant factors in 

determinhg who experiences the effects of, and who controls the causes of, 

enviro~lxnental degradation. 

Others have attempted to de-centre the hegemony of the mainstream 



environmental movement by reconstructing the history of environmentalism, revealing 

how the work mci actWism of racial and ethnic minoRties has been ~ansistently left out of 

these histories.9 Lewis and James (1993) provide a few illustrathe examples, süeh as how 

the nrst park rangers in Yosemite National Park were knicm-Arnerican soldiers anà how 

Latino farm workers organized to discuss the effects of DDT at a charter meeting of the 

American Federation of Labour just three days afkr the publication of Silent Spring in 

1962. In 'Stories Less Told," Darnovsky (1992) suggests the "standard storyn of 

environmentaiism 

... makes some voices inaudible and amplifies others; it renders some 
concerns invisible as environmental matters and places others at center 
stage. By aetting the boundaries of environmentalist history, it helps to 
establish what counts as environmentalism today. In other words, these 
histories are not simply records of past events, but devices for producing- 
and constraining-aining-meaning. (12-13) 

For example, the urban reform efforts of the early twentieth century, led in large part by 

middle and workmg dass women, which would today count as "environmentaln struggles, 

are entirely absent from this history (Darnovsky 1992; Gottlieb 1993; Gugliotta 1998). 

Indeed, the Progressive Era urban reform movement could be read as the precursor to 

the contemporary environmental justice movement, substantiating a legacy of urban 

activism on the part of immigrants, workers and women which ha3 been ignored and 

suppressed by mainstream environmentaüsm. These mitical environmental theorists 

point out how definitions of "environment" and 'environmentalism" are inherently 

political, and document how the consequences of these acts of defîning-in terms of 

funding, credibility, and political influence-are very real (Di Chiro 1992). 

While the environmental justice movement addresses issues of immediate human 
survival and quality of Me, Taylor (1992) emphasizes that it should not be presumed that 

poor and working class or ethnic, racial and cultural minorities are not or c m  not be 

concemed with %igher order" ne& and have an aesthetic perception of and connection 

to nature. This aesthetics may just not be based on the Romantic and Transcendentalist 

themes of the solitary individual in the wildemess which provide the symbolic justification 

for much wilderness conservation work. Ecofeminists and tbird world ecologists have 

pointed out how this story does not speak universally, largely ignoring and denigrating 

9 Some notable histories of the environmental rnovement indude Bramwell (1989), 
Hays (1987), Nash (1967), and Paehkle (1989). 



women's and third world peoples' (diverse) experiences with nature, nor is i t  free h m  

social and political implicatims (Butala 1994; Guha 1989; Seager 1993; Shha 1988). As 

Wilson 11991) establishes in his book, The CuUure of Natuïs. the meanings of 'nature" 

and 'environment" are socially constructed and cultiirally. qecifîc and emeqe out of 

particular histoncal and political contexts. For example, Darnovsky ( 1992) suggests that 

in nineteenth century America, 'nature could be construed as empty of human beings [i.e. 

as wilderness] only by repressing the recent history of the conquest and removal of 

Arguing that 'the environment" is 'a product of cultural responses to specific 

historical circumstances which give rise to shared sets of imagined landscapes," Lynch 

(1993) recoven a Latino environmental discourse which revolves around images and 
memories of the garden and the sea: 

The garden and the sea are not only traditional sources of livelihood for the 
Spanish-speaking peoples of the Caribbean and real places where poor 
people could constmct their lives at some remove h m  the brutal discipline 
of the sugar plantations, they have become symbols of resîstance to the 
physical manifestations of political and economic power. Just as the 
emotional charge of the fkontier, wild rivers, and redwoods in the Anglo- 
American imagination cornes fkom the political content of theae symbols, so 
the force of the garden and the sea for Caribbean Latinos is related to their 
political significance. (109-1 10) 

Antiguan-bom, African-American writer Jamaica Kincaid also redaims the symbol of the 

garden as a Caribbean path to connecting with nature, and ties together the legacies of 

colonialism of people and places ta suggest that a displaced people in a landscape of alien 
species under a system of slavery could never pretend to an 'authentic" or unmediated 

nature experience (O'Brien 1998). Lynch (1993) concludes that 

... while class, wealth, and forms of environmental activity are probably 
correlated, it is uriükely that socioeconomic status determines the presence 
or absence of environmental perspectives. It is more plausible to suggest 
that because the content of environmental consciousness varies radically 
with cultural background, Angl~~Americans' and U.S. Latinos' concerns d 
be dinerent, and the expression of even cornmon concerns will Vary. (110) 

Most importantly, Lynch (1993) considers the power relations which mediate expression 

If environmental discourses are culturdy grounded, they differ in 
content dong class and ethnic lines. Where power in society is unequally 
distributed, not all environmental discourses will be heard equally. Thus, 
questions of environmental justice must address not only the effects of 



particular land uses or environmental policies on diverse groups in sxiety, 
but the likeiihwd that alternative environmental discourses will be beard 
and valued. (110) 

Middle class, white professionals have not only dominated the membership of the 

environmental movement, they have defined its purposes m d  boundaries, and symbols 

and meanings according to a particular historically and politically-located ciiscourse, 

notably one that carries echoes of genocide and colonialism. 

Al1 of this is significant when environmental issues are taken up into an 

educational curriculum or a school club. While North American youth may share the 

influences of the mass media on shaping their environmental perceptions, these 

influences will h a d y  have homogenous effects. What experiences, histories and 

symbolism of nature and environmental issues do students from different class and 

cultural backgrounds bring to their educational setting? Whose representations of nature 

and of environmentaüsm prevail? How might participation in environmental activities 

serve to deny, distort or mi ethnic, racial and cultural identities, histories, and 

inequalities? Imagine what the simple activity of walkuig through the woods might mean 

and represent to these different students: a refugee ta Canada who spent a year of his 

chüdhood hi- out in and moving through the tropical forest to escape guerilia w d m  

before reaching a refugee camp; a middle class, suburban Canadian-born girl who spends 

her summen at a cottage north of Toronto, camping and canoeing with her parents and 

siblings; and an urban black youth who has never left Toronto yet read of a white 

supremacist r d y  held in a farmer'a field in rural Ontario a few years ago. l0 As Tobago- 

born Toronto poet M. Nourbese Philip asks, 'whose memories get celebrated and what do 

you do with your memory when you move into that s p a G  (Philip et al. 1997). 

Giroux (1983) calls for critical or emancipatory educators to be attentive to the 

wap in whieh the discourses and practices of schools may be weighed in favour of the 

dominant culture, constituting M e r  colonization of the life-worlds of students £rom 

subordinate class and cultural backgrounds and advmcing the interests of the dominant 

class whose children corne to  school already familiar and conversant in the meanings and 

n o m  of the dominant culture. A pedagogy for the opposition would recover and validate 

those otheded) sturies, expose the relations of power whkh marginalize, silence and 

10 AU of these scenarios orîgînate in experiences various individuais have shared with 
me persondy, but are easily substantiated in the literature, for example P U p  et al. 
(1997). 



oppress, help us each unleam and unsettle (multiple) positions of privilege and 

oppression, and tentatively reconstruct nonviolent ways of living and relating. This is no 

doubt as true for environmental educators as for teachen generdy; indeed, more so if we 

intend to M e r  a social movement committed not only to ecological sustainability, but 

also environmental justice. 

Conclusions 

Cntical studies of youth subcultures often assume the students involved in school 

clubs are essentially those who accept, conform to, and in fact actively embrace school 

d e s  and n o m .  How does environmentalism, as a movement for social change, then get 

taken up within the structure of the high school club? Is it sanitized and depoliticized of 

its more radical undertones? Do the white, middle class, liberal biases of the 

environmental movement just mesh unproblematicdly with liberal methods of student 

'empowerment? What kind of space might an environment club open up for counter- 

hegemonic practices? Rather than leading towards any hypotheses of what one might 

expect a high school environment club to be about, this review of the diverse literatures 

which inform an ecocritical analysis has raised questions, hinted at dangers, 

disappointments and possibilities, posed challenges, and cautions against finding any 

coherent, suigular story. Given the diverse political perspectives, social locations, and 

symbolic referents which comprise environmentalism and the forms of state, institutional, 

and cultural resistance which oppose ecologically-grounded social change, environmental 

education and environmental activisrn within schools are undeniably sites of d t u r a l  

struggle with an influentid role in setting, constraining, and re-constmcting the 

environmental agenda The question that remains is how is this struggle experienced and 

enacted in the daily lives of teachers and students? 



Critical ethnography refers to 'studies which use a basically anthropological, 

qualitative, participant-observer methodology but which rely for their theoretical 

formulation on a body of theory deriving from critical sociology and philosophyw 

(Masemann 1982,l). Et,!inography is increasingly popular in educational research for its 

emphasis on approaching people's understandings and actions within their cultural (or 

institutional) context (Goetz and LeCompte 1984). Spending extended amounts of t h e  in 

a research setting, regularly talking with and observing participants, perhaps even 

experiencing some of their day-to-day routine, provides a depth of data-gathering 

unequaled by other any methodology. Robottom and Hart (1995) express concern at how 

research in environmental education has been almost exclusively quantitative and 

positivistic, seeking to test for knowledge acquisition or behavioral changes, yet do not 

outline an alternative researdi methodology for environmental education. The value of 

ethnography is recognized in Parnela Courtenay Hall's (1997) recommendation that the 

development of a more transfomative environmental education "lies in attending more 

closely to the fine grain of what actually does go on or can go on inside partidar schools 

and particular classrooms, including inside teacher education and professional 

development programs" (367). Concemed not with broad-based trends, nor with testing 

for acquisition of knowledge, but hoping to gain an understanding of the perspectives, 

challenges, and actions of teachers and students in their depth and complerity, 1 feel 

ethnographie research methods allows me the greatest access to those meanings. 

Given my political commihnent to helping teachen, students, and myself become 

more effective change agents through the development of a socidy-critical pedagogy, this 

project goes beyond the hterpretation goals of conventional ethnography: i t  is critical 

ethnography, a research methodology and epistemological stance that eqjoys a notable 

legacy in educational research. According to Lather (1986a), critical or emancipatory 

research nnds its origins in three dflerent intellectual streams: critical theory, feminism 

and Freinan pedagogy. AU share a political cornmitment to emancipation and formulate a 

critique of the power relations uiherent in and, explicitly or implicitly, supported by 

conventional research methodology. The full signincmce--and unresolved problematics- 

of critical social science can only be understood in relation to the other epistemological 

streams bom which it has disthguished itself. Thus a brief review of the collapse of 



positivism and the transition to the postpositivist era wiU precede the crucial discussion of 

what critical ethnography is and how its validity is established I follow this theoretical 

discussion with an outline of the research sample and procedures adopted Il.. this study. 

Theoretical Underpinnings /Background 

Positivism has held until recently its position as the dominant epistemological 

paradigm in educational research as well as the social and natural sciences generally. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) provide numemus definitions of positivism, emphasizing how is it 

premised on a mechanistic understandmg of the world: assuming an external reality 

based on predictable, universal laws which can be discovered thmugh experimentation by 

'objectivew or detached observers on component parta which are generalizable to the 

whole. Validity was guaranteed by the rigour of the method; theories "are reduced to a 

logical apparatus necessary to the business of prediction" (Harre cited in Lincoln and 

Guba 1985,23). While challenges to this paradigm have emerged from within the natural 

sciences, largely within quantum physics, it is within the social sciences that a revolution 

of epistemological paradigms has occurred. The reductionism of positivism was found to 

be inadequate to the task of describing and understandmg human experiences; moreover, 

the assumption of predicability denies people their subjectivity and ability to make 

conscious decisiona about their actions, and setting prediction of human behaviour as a 

goal for research is disturbingly anti-democratic. 

In Naturalistic Inquiry , Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe a new paradigm, 

naturalism, in place of positivism, arguing that the assumptions upon which positivism 

was grounded had been problematized to the point of necessitating a paradigm shifk to a 

postpositivistic era. They characterize naturalism in almost direct opposition to positivism: 

. . ~eaii t ies are multiple, constnicted and holistic; knower and known are 
interactive, inseparable; only time-and context-bound working hypotheses 
are possible; all entities are in a state of mutual simdtaneous shaping, so 
that it is impossible ta distinguish causes h m  effects; and inquiry is value- 
bound. (Lincoln and Guba 1985,371 

The idea of an objectively-knowable external reality is discredited since "what count as 

data are determined in the light of Borne theoretical interpretation'' (Hesse cited in Lincoin 

and Guba 1985, 29). The implications for research methods involve a shiR to qualitative, 

rather than quantitative methods, which emphasize gathering data "in the natural set- 

or context of the entiw," since ''reaüties are wholes that cannot be understood in isolation 



from thei. contexts" (Lincoln and Guba 1985,39). Traditional anthropological aûrk has 

always aimed at understanding people in their cultural con- and thus ethnography hm 

gaineci prominence as one of the preferred qualitative methods with the iiansitioii to 

postpositivisrn. 

In many ways though, the naturalistic paradigm did not reject enough of the 

positivist assumptions. Interpretive research, in practice, remains committed to  

understanding and describing social phenomena as 'objects existing independently of the 

researcher" (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995, 10). Furthemore, the values and pre- 

conceptions of the researcher are stiil considered to be 'a source of distortion whose 

effects have to be guarded against to preserve objectivity" (Hammersley and Atkinson 

1995,ll). Critical researchers challenge these presumptions, arguing that since research 
is always affected by values, and always has political implications, researchers should 

take responsibility for their research, openly acknowledging their value commitments 

and seeking to ensure the result is empowerment of the oppressed (Lather 1986b). 

Critical social science problematizes interpre tivist research by placing i t in sociohistorical 

context, demonstrating how it serves, like posîtivistic science, to justify and rationalize 

maintenance of the status quo. 

Critical educational research is built on a consciousness that teaching and 

curriculum are l i  historically-located, taking place against a specifïc social-historical 

background and projecting a view of the kind of future we hope to build; 2) a social 

activity with social consequences, not just a question of individual development; 3) 

intrinsîcally poüticrrl, affecting distribution of students' future access to material weP 

being, employment opportunities, and social s ta tu;  and 4) materially and ideologkally 

influentid on the life expectations and character of future citizens ( C m  and Kemmis 

1986,39). Thus a l l  aspects of education, its purpose, social situation, process, medium, or 

kind of knowledge produced, embody deeper ideas about and impact material relations in 

society. Some early examples of critical educational research include Bowles and Gintis' 
(1976) foundational Schooling in Capitalkt Amerieo and Paul Willis' ( 1977) now-famous 

ethnography of working class lads in Britain. In response to these initial forays which 

appeared to overemphasize macro proceases to the neglect of human agency, later 

developments in critical educational theory, such as the works of Henry Giroux and 

Michael Apple, incorporated theories of resistance into theories of social reproduction. 

According to Anderson (1989). the concern about human agency prompted a return 



to ethnography in critical research: putting people back into the discourses of class, 

patriarchy, and racism. Critical theory was seen to be overdeterministic, fociising on 

social structures ii, the point of obscur@ or trivializing intentional human actions and 

thus in fact denying the potenaal of individuals to resist social noms and expectations and 

to contribute to counter-hegemonic social change. Phenomenological, or interpretive, 

research assumed fdly rational action and constructed context solely out of the 

participants' perceptions of their situation. Critical ethnography atternpts to combine the 

two approaches. Like interpretivist ethnographers, critical ethnographers aim to 

"generate insights, to explain events, and to seek understandmg" however they also 

believe that the cultural informant's perceptions of social reality are themselves 

theoretical constructs not 'pure' experience (Anderson 1989, 253). Critical ethnographers 

"claim that informant reconstructions are o h n  permeated with meanings that sustain 

powerlessness and that people's conscious models exist to perpetuate, as much as to 

explain, social phenomenaw (Anderson 1989,253). Or as Harvey (1990) elaborates: 

What is important for critical ethnography, however, is that the pmbing of 
the subjects' meanings is not the end of the itary. The group operates in a 
socio-historically specific milieu and is not independent of structural factors. 
Thek meanings may appear to be group centred but are mediated by 
structural concerns. (12) 

The task then of critical ethnographers is to 'lensure that participants in research 'are not 

naively enthroned, but systematically and critically unveiledm (Anderson 1989,253). 

Participatory research goes one step huther than most critical research with its 

commitment to researching 'with,' not 'on' or 'for,' people and for the purposes of actual, 

material social change. Feminists, in particular, have reacted to the 'voyeurism' of 

traditional, detached, male academic research and insist that research from the margins 

must be %onourable," based on overt relationships and direct conununication (Kirby and 

McKenna 1989). Emerging h m  feminst theory and activism and h i r i a n  Yernancipaw 

pedagogy, participatory research problematizes the power relation between researcher 

and researched maintained in critical theory-derived research. While critical research 

recognizes that %y treating people as objects to be counted, sweyed, predicted, and 

controlled, traditional research methods mirmr oppressive social conditions which cause 

ordinary people to relinquish their capacity to make real choices and to be cut out of 

meaningful decision-making," it fails to restructure the research process accordingly 

(Maguire 1987.31). The elitism captured in the following quote b m  one criticd research 



team contradicts the emancipatory political cornmitment of critical social science: "We 

would not expect the teachers interviewed to either agree with or necessarily understand 

the inferences which were made from thek responses" (Bullough, Goldstein & Holt, dted 

in Lather 1986% 76). On the contrary, es Cam and Kemmis (19861 argue, thcse theoïies 

should be "offered as interpretations which can only be validated in and by the self- 

understandings of practitioners under conditions of free and open dialqgue" (31, emphasis 

in original). 

Emancipatory resemchers aim to fundamentally restructure the research method 

to what Cam and Kemmis (1986) term 'an embodiment of democratic principles in 

researchw (164). 'Participatorym thus means sharing contml and decision-making power 

over research question, data collection methods, and analysis of results with the 'abjects* 

of research, aithough the degree to which this happens varies greatly among projects. 

The second foundational element of participatory research is its interventionist nature, 

aiming, in the words of Marx, not merely to Uiterpret reality, but to change it. Maguire 

(1987) outlines three levels of change that constitute an emancipatory project: the 

development of critical consciousness of both researcher and participants; the 

improvement of the lives of those involved in the research process; and the 

transformation of fundamental societal structures and relationships. She describes the 

process of participatory research as a combination of education, investigation and action, 

usually undertaken in response to a community need. Neo-Manrist critical research has 

tended to aim the research at intellectuals or those with the cultural authority to change 

policy, rather than the material conditions and critical consciousness of the participants 

themselves. 

Although critical consciousness is one goal of the critical research process, critical 

social science emphasizes that social problems-and thus change agenda-do not lie 

primarily in individual understandings but in material constraints. False consciousness 

arises because part of the power of the dominant social group is their ability to shape 

common, as well as social science, knowledge. Here the role of researcher crosses over 

into educator as the researcher tries to link participants' individual interpretations to the 

broader context of structural conditions of social reaüty, not as an 'academic who will 

enüghten" the masses, but as the initiation of a dialogue which should revise the theory 

substantially. Maguire (1987) concedes that emancipatory research begins with the 

assumption that people need enlightenrnent and empowerment, but insists this 



assumption must be counterbalanced by the belief that 'ordinary people, provided with 

b o l s  and opporhuiities, are capable of critical reflection and ana!ysisw (46). The approach 

remains premised on a rejection of the positivist paradigm of '1 knuw; thcy dont know* for 

a more collaborative 'we both know some things; neither of us knows everything. 

Working together we will both know more, and we will both learn more about how to 

know" (Maguire 1987,46). 

Critical research spans a broad spectrum of mostly theoretical to truly 

emancipatory approaches. The critical nature of my reaearch project emerges mainly 

h m  the questions asked and analysis adopted. Clearly it is important to start any 

educational programme at the point where people are in their understanding and 

commitments before moving b w  ards changing practices, structures, and attitudedideas. 

Given the limited time, finances, and r e s o m s  available for my research project, 1 aimed 

at no more than gaining an understanding of what was going on and why, although there 

is some potential for changed consciousness/practices wi th in  individual schools. Rather 

than conceptualizing of a project as critical or not, it  may be better to think of 

'emancipatory momentsn that emerge during the research process (Goldstein 1998). 1 

tned to facilitate the emergence of as many such moments as possible, through discussion 

of ideas and by challenging assumptions, through suggestions and examples for action, 

through networking and sharing contacts with other clubs or environmental or  social 

justice groups. 1 cannot say whether any material change redted fiom my research. At 

least, 1 hope it provides some themes and issues to consider and address in further 

research and/or environmental projects. 

Theoretica l Issues in Design and Validüy 

In practice, parücipatory, critical research is still exploratory and tentative. Many 

problems or  issues remain unresolved, induchg how to assume the monumental tasks of 

action, education, and investigation, how much should the researcher interfere, how to 

reconcile the reality that the researcher remaihs an outsider coming to a cornmunity, 

and how to match one's data to theory in a flexible, dialectical way. Lather (1986b) 

pronounces that the challenge ahead is to satisfy 'the need for open, flexible theory- 

building grounded in a body of empirical work that  is ceaselessly confronted with, and 

respectful of, the experiences of people in their daily livesn (261). Critical social science 

has problematized most aspects of the research process. Green et al. (1997) and Roberts 



(1997) discuss the politics of transcription, pointhg out there is no 'natural' or objective 

way in which talk can be written; Brodkey (1987) calls attention to the tendency towards 

third person, perceptual narratives in the writuig of ethnography, wilich reverts to an 

ahistorical stance of %searcher as instrument rather than agentn (73). The researcher is 

challenged to be reflexive throughout the process, consciously reconstnicting the d e s  of 

research in a critical way. Anderson (1989) concedes there is little practical advice 

available for doing critical ethnographie research, such as 'how to write a reflective 

journal, how to negotiate outeornes with informants, how to gain and maintain site access 

when doing controvemial research, and how to systematize reflexivity," al l  of which have 

implications for the validity and credibility of the research (263). 

Additional issues revolve amund the question of whether focussing on ordinary or 

oppressed people, rather than the power-holders, is appropriate andlor strabgic. Swan 

George argues for a focus on the rich and powemil: %et the poor study themselves. They 

already know what is wrong with their lives and if you tnJy want to help hem,  the best 

you can do is give them an idea of how their oppressors are working now and cm be 

expected to work in the hiture" (cited in Kirby and McKema 1989, 27). Kirby and 

McKenna (1989) respond that the marginalized have been structurally cut out from the 

process of "selecting, naming, disseminating and evaluating knowledge ... By beginning 

wi th  the experience and research needs of those who have been silenced, the process of 

knowledge production is transformed and the ideological power base is challengedm (28). 

Maguire (1987), however, warns against the research process itself being taken as a 

panacea for social change. A related concern is that the effort to link individual 

perceptions to sociohistorical relations in fact becomes ahistorical when policy (and thus 

immediate change) is neglected. Anderson (1989) stresses there is a need to recapture the 

historicity and specificity of the site, not just the broad social era: the focus on education's 

role in social and cultural reproduction has kept critical educational research fkom 

addressing/including/recognizing broad social transformations (globalization, post- 

indwtrialism) snd social movements (feminism, environmentaüsm), and local institutional 

policies and practicalities which are not all reducible to raceiethnicity, class, or gender 

relations. 

Highly signincant for any research paradigm is its acceptame as research within 

the acadernic communiw and the public domain. Anderson (1989) States that v&dity is 

the single-most methodologicd challenge for critical ethnography. Not only is qualitative, 



particularly ethnographie, research generally atill lacking credibility in the field of 

educational research, critical ethnography is openly ideological, a seeming contradiction 

for most academies who maintain the positivist stance of researcher as detached observer. 

Brodkey (1987) notes how critical research must disassemble the bnlmdary between 

advocacy and scholarship in order to gain credibility. So far, Lather (1986a) has provided 

the most considered articulation of how critical research could construct validity claims, 

building on the groundwork of naturalistic, qualitative research. She outlines four 

guidelines to protecting the credibility of data: triangulation of data sources, methods and 

analysis; face validity o r  member checks; systematized self-reflexivity; and catalytic 

vaüdity. Member checks refers to the recychg of analysis back through a subsample of 

research participants and refining it according t o  their reactions. Self-reflexivity, or 

construct vaüdity, should restrict the imposition of theory onto a social situation by an 

ongoing reflection of the researcher on her assumptions and how these are changed by 

the research process. 

Catalytic validity is unique to critical and emancipatory research, addressing its 

concern with social change as overt and intended research outcorne. Lather (1986a) 

defines catalytic vaiidity as 'some documentation that the research process has led to 

insight and, ideally, activism on the part of the respondentsw (78); or made some 

movement towards the three elements of change identined by Magujre (1987). She offers 

a radical reconceptualization of the purpose of research and how its tmstworthiness is to 

be measured: whereas positivistic science aims for predictability and its validity is 

evaluated according to how well it does i n  fact predict and describe, and 

phenomenological research aima at contextualized interpretation and hds its credibility 
in its correspondence to participants' meanings, critical social science aims at change and 

thus could be evaluated by the degree to which it empowers, makes change. and Furthers 

critique. 

Research Sarnple and hocedura 

Over the three-month period of March through May 1998.1 made contact with, 

observed, participated in, interviewed, and eventudy withdrew from four environment 

clubs in four different secondary schooh in the Toronto & Distnct Board of Education. 

The schools were chosen in consultation with the Environmental Education Officer at the 

Board of Education, the teachem advising the clubs, and the Research Review Committee 



at the Board of Education. In the fall of 1997,I contacted the Environmental Education 

Officer and she gave me a list of twelve schools where she thought there were 

environment clubs. She ahowledged there may be more clubs in esistence than she 

herseIf was aware of as no systematic records of the extracufiicular activities offered in 

each school exist. In January 1998, nearing approval of my research proposai by my 

thesis cornmittee, I contacted the teachers advising the environment clubs in each of these 

schools to fïnd out what the club was doing and how open they would be to workuig with 

a researcher. Also, 1 categorized these schools accordmg to different student populations 

of class and ethnic background, based on the statistics available from the Board of 

Education, in an effort to ensure my research population could be somewhat reflective of 

the diversity of the Toronto student population. 1 then submitted my requirements to the 

Board, as- for diversity of student populations and club activities and listing my 

preferred schools. The deusion remained fully with the Research Review Committee at 

the Board of Education. Approvai from the Board only meant 1 was permitted to 

approach those schools for research; the h a 1  decision to participate remained up to the 

school principal, teacher, and students. Several of the schools' principals were concerned 

about t h e  demands on their teachers, but none of the teachers or students showed any 

hesitation in agreeing to participate in the research. 

The dXerent natures of the clubs and the difTerent amounts of time it took me to 

gain access to them means that 1 worked more closely and continuously with two out of 

the four schools. As a result, 1 do not have four case studies which can be compared and 

contrasted. Moreover, the rapport and interaction 1 established with each and thus the 

information 1 gathered h m  each was quite different. 1 prefer to conceive of this study as 

a pilot study which identifies emerging themes of interest to the researcher, but not a full 

critical ethnographie study. Time limitations restricted me h m  ma* the research very 

participatory and the dominance of the researcher's voice in this write-up reflects this 

situation. Further reflection on the research process will be considered in chapter 11; for 

now, I wish ta emphasize how this was a leaming process for the researcher, stimuiating 

her to reflect on many of her assumptions and radically shift the nature of her analysis. It 

is thii process that I wish to share. 

The procedure involved regular participant observation with four secondary school 

environment clubs and individual interviews with the teachers advising the groups over a 

period of 12 weeks. While membership varied fmm week to week, each club had about 



five t o  ten rnembers and one or two staff' advisors. The four groups included two 

Technical schools with primarily working class, new immigrant student populations; one 

Collegiate with a primarily middle class, second-generation Chinese-Canadian student 

population; and one Collegiate with a primarily upper middle cleas, white, Anglo- 

Canadian student population. Al1 the schools are public high schools in the highlg 

urbanized area of Metropditan Toronto. 1 attended weekly club meeting8 (ranging fmm 

45 minutes to 3 hours), observed additional school events organized by the clubs such as 

tree-planting days and school assemblies, and intervieweci four teachers and one student 

separately during spares or during out-of-school t h e .  Extensive field notes were written 

on a l l  these activities and, when possible, the club meetings were also tape-recoded. AU 

the i n t e ~ e w s  were tape-recorded. Interviews ranged in length h m  an hour to an hour 

and an half and followed an unstructured format, but each began with a similady- 

phrased question asking the participant to share his or her 'environmental 

autobiography* in order to elicit personal as well as professional perspectives and 

background information. 1 was able to informally chat with most of the students on a 

one-to-one or s m d  group basis throughout the research period, although 1 was able to 

get t o  know some students much better than others. Two formal, tape-recorded 

discussions were held with two of the groups about their thoughts on their club, school, 

and environmentalism. Demographic profiles of the participating schools was used to 

further contextualize the case studies. 

The combination of field observation and group i n t e ~ e w s  was chosen in order to 

provide some triangulation and increase the comprehensiveness of the data. Field 

observation is the technique of choice for in-depth research of a setting and group of 

people. This approach also placed most of the b d e n  of the time cornmitment onto the 

researcher and avoided wasting participants' time with 'filhg me in." Observing and 

recording club meetings and eventdactivities on a regular basis provided an in-depth 

picture of a series of moments in the club process and the activities that were going on 

and revealed some of the subtleties of the process the participants did not appear to be 

aware of or did not themselves mention, which then generated ideas and topics for later 

discussion. While one might think the same information could be eliated thmugh 

interviews, sometimes people have difncultly in articulating the* beliefs and 

understandings or act on different presumptions than they think. Underlying 

conceptualizations are often revealed in the content of people's discussions. actions, and 



decisions. For all their richness though, field observations need to be supplemented by 

and explored within the context of interviews when the participants' experiences and 

understandings of the setting/organization are a ciritrd research objectko. The 
researcher c m  only guess at  the meanings behind actions until tiiey are confirmed, 

revised, or rejected through discussion with the actors themselves. 1 would have liked ta 
individually i n t e ~ e w  al l  the participants,but was unable to due to conetraints nf time and 

resources. 1 thought it essential ta conduct individual i n t e ~ e w s  with the teachers, feeling 

they might be hesitant to reveal some of their insights in the group setting and that they 

would have a qualitatively different perspective and experience than the students. These 

interviews and discussions were scheduled at the convenience of the clubs and occurred 

somewhat sporadically throughout the research period. The a m o u n t  of time spent on 

discussion depended entirely on the interests and tUne availability of club members. 

Several provisions were made to strengthen data credibility as weil as to recognize 

the limited nature of the conclusions that can be drawn from auch a study. A particular 

concern with ethnography, and qualitative research generally, is reactivity, or the 

infiuence of the researcher on the situation and responses of parücipants. The field 

research was not quite full participant observation, but more like observation with some 

ümited participation; while the gmup interviewhg was more like facilitation of group 

discussion than a researcher-guided interview. The prominence of the researcher in these 

situations likely impacted the situations and the participants' responses, which 1 tried ta 

document as much as possible throughout the pmcess and analysis. In addition, 1 tried to 

engage in on-going data and analysis checks with the participants to see if the data 

matched their understandings. Coetz and LeCompte (19û4) emphasize how ethnographie 

research must be in-depth enough and provide sufficient detail to "communicate how 

dimensions of setting, circumstances, and participants affect and bias the study" (238). 

This ensures the accuracy of the data and analysis usually surpasses that gathered 

through quantitative, o r  less in-depth methods, although clearly reliability, or 

replicability, are weaknesses in this research because of the inherent uniqueness of any 

case study. 

The provisions for feedback included the opportunity to  continually provide 

tentative feedback and share my preliminary, emerging analysis during the on-going 

discussions with the clubs; a nnal group session-now planned for September-where 1 

will present rny results and test for face validiw, Le. does my interpretation match the 



participants' understmdings of what is going on; and a summary of the h a 1  thesis to be 

sent to all participating schools, with a copy of the thesis going ta the Board of Education 



IV Profiles: Clubs, Schoole and their Social Context 

1 lock my bike dong the iron ra ihg  that surrounds the neat patriotic schnolyard--a 

war mernorial, soldier ~h.ouldering rifle, dwarfs the students who gather out in the yard, 

spilling over benches and stairways, leaning against walls and fenccs. I feel Doth 

confident--thanMi1 1 am no longer some awkward adolescent trying to find a place to be 

during that long lunch hour of free tirne-and nervous-this is my first school, my first 

club, my first attempt at ethnographie researeh, and my masters degree rests on my 

success. While 1 have gone over in my mind how 1 will introduce myself, what 1 thllik I 
need to say, 1 reaily have no idea of what to expect when 1 enter the school. Clutching my 

bike helmet and backpack, 1 head into the schoolyard and ask a student where the main 

office is. She points across to a doorway crowded with students, smokmg and chatting, and 

1 head through the mass into the school. On the door reads a sign: 'Entrante permitted 

for purposes consistent with the Education Act only." 

Are my purposes consistent with the Education Act? What is the Education Act? 1 

am sure the students are as unaware as 1 am of its contents. While 1 have no doubt that 

rny presence at the school is legal, 1 am uncornfortable about how 1 will present-and 

have already presented to the many gatekeepen 1 have passed through, including my 

thesis committee, the Research Review committee at the Board of Education, the school 

principal and the teacher advising the clubthe "critical" nature of this research. 1 have a 

socially-critical analysis of environmental problems that is likely not shared by those 1 

will encounter and 1 have a cornmitment to furthering some emancipatory agenda, which I 

envision as a dialoguelpraxis amund environmentai issues and their structural causes and 

the (constructed and potential) place of youth and schools in environmental discourse and 

politics. At the same t h e ,  1 would like the research to be mutudy participatory and this 

means 1 need to spend some tirne getting to know the participants and allowing them to 

know me before we can discuss a mutual agenda; moreover, 1 do not want to derail their 

projects through over-critique, nor to replace action with discussion. Already 1 had made 

the choice to state that my interest was in 'environmental education,' not 'ecopolitical 

pedegogy," the designation 1 prefer. 1 I d  not want to scare off any teacheni, 1 did not want 

my application refused by the Board of Education, perhaps 1 felt uncertain about my 

ability to defend and explain such a position. However much 1 might rationalize my 

actions, there were times throughout the research process when personal fears and 



anxieties 

students 

thinking 

45 

infiuenced my decisions. So here was another decision facing me. As 1 meet the 

I would like to work with, how do I present myseif? W e ~ i  even 1 keep re- 

my research question, how do 1 explain it to them? Do 1 mention how 1 am 

concerned with structural relations of power within the school and society and how 

environmental issues interlock with power relations of race, ethnicity, class and gender? 

If so, what kind of language do I use? When they have not invited me to corne, how do 1 go 

about making the research participatory in any authentic way? 
In fact, I never get a chance to even introduce myself as the club jumps 

immediately into their meeting and 1 have less than two minutes at the end, with the end 

of lunch bell ringing and the students gathering up their lunch bags and backpacks, to 

explain my presence and ta hand out consent letters to sign. Such, 1 learn, is the nature 

of researching clubs: unpredictable, fragmentary, dynamic and brief, requiring flexibility 

to continually re-aaust my goals and roles and spontaneity to seize moments of dialogue, 

insight and conneciion. 

Introduction 

In this chapter, 1 provide a profile of each of the environment clubs that 1 

conducted my research with and then sketch out what 1 believe to be the important policy 

and social contexts for the clubs. Very quickly, 1 leamed that the context for my research 

and my analysis included, on the one hand, the Ontario CUITiculum in environmental 

education, the environmental policies and support structures of the Board of Education, 
and the environmental policies and activism occurring within Ontario and Toronto 

specifically, and, on the other hand, the power and identity dynamics of racdethnicity and 
class within the city of Toronto, the policies and practices of streaming at the Board of 

Education, and the prevaiüng neoconservative political dimate in the province of Ontario 

and its impact on educational policy. I scrambled to leam what was going on when 1 

encomtered unexpecteds, such as a %rownW school and a 'whitew school next to each 

other in the same neighbourhood. 1 talked with researchers and officers at the Board of 

Education, CURiculuxn consultants, a student and teacher in another c i ty  who had started 

environment clubs, vice-principals, a parent active in a parents' lobby group for 

environmental education, and representatives of environmental citizens groups. 1 also 

formally h t e ~ e w e d  each of the teachers working with the clubs. In the effort to provide 

a sense of the immediate context as gathered through casual conversations and largely 



unavailable in documentation, there may be emrs and oversights which the passing of 

tirne and subsequent research rnay reveal; indeed, much of the inf'ormai;on presented 

here raises pertinent issues which could not be addressed in my research, but dernad 
further investqation. By including this information regardlesa, 1 hope both to explain 

what appeared tu be the social and policy context and to reveal some of the perspectives 

and as8umptiom the researcher was working with. 

Devonshire CoLZegicrte~ 

Devonshire Collegiate is a largely rniddle class coilegiate with a large Chinese- 

Canadian population located near one of the city's Chinatoms. While Chinese is the 

home language for 41.3% of the students, only 19% were born in China, Hong Kong or 

Taiwan (Research & Assessment 1997). With only 20% of students coming from Enghsh- 

only home environments, a picture develops of a school populated with mostly second- 

generation Canadians of, in decreasing order, Chinese, Portuguese, Spanish, Greek, 

Italian and Korean ethnidnational origins (Research & Assessment 1997). About 10% of 

the student population are Vietnamese immigrants and 20% of students are considered 

ESL (English Second Language) status. Indeed, there are students at the school fkom 

every region of the world, including Asia, Western and Eastern Europe, Central and 

South America, Central and West Africa, the Middle East, and the Caribbean, which is 

cornmon in Toronto (Research & Assessment 1997). Most of the teachers in the school are 

white, Canadian-born, and of Anglo-European ethnic heritage. As a 'Collegiate," as 

opposed to a Technical or Commercial school, the mqjority of the students are college and 

universitpbound and most take courses in the advanced stream. 

The environment club at Devonshire is supervised by a near-retirement. male 

Geography kacher who initiated and teaches the environmental studies course, but the 

students in the club run theV own meetings and projects. turning to him largely for 

questions about school procedure and assistance with more technical aspects of their 
initiatives. There is a core group of five to eight students who meet on a weekly basis over 

the lunch hour. During my time with them, they were spending much of the* time 

organizjng an ambitious Earth Week programme to raise environmental awareness in the 

school involving a number of invited guests h m  citizen's groups and government. Events 

included a whole school assembly where a popular and dynamic environmental educator 
-- - - - - - - 

The names of ail the schwls, teachers, and students are paeudonyms. 



prescnted an interactive slide show on the global dimensions of o u r  environmental crisis; 

science displays and posters about environmental issues; a paper-making activity; a 

community bicycle network workshop; w aate reduction and w ater efficiency 

presentations/workshops; drama workshopping on environmental, :;cal economic, and 

labour-conscious consumer choices; and a media event l a u n c .  solar panels donated by 

Ontario Hydro which the students of the Science and Society class instailed themselves. 

In addition to Earth Week, their other projects included getting composters set up in the 

school, growing wetland plants for habitat regeneration with a local citizen's group 

(mainly in conjunction with the Ecology course), and planning a naturalization project. 

The naturaüzation remained largely in the planning stage. 

Whüe Devonshire Collegiate has had an environment club since 1991, the club has 
been re-created each September by the Geography teacher. The students in the current 

club ail joineci in September, but view their activities as on-going and long-term and have 

eommitted to continuhg their involvement into the next few years. They have been much 

more active than previous years' clubs and seem to be generating a new mode1 for the 

club. Four core members came every week, unless sick o r  away on a school trip. 

Another four came most times, but occasiondy forgot or otherwise disassociated 

themselves from being fully active. Another four came once or twice, with their 

identifcation ranghg from seeing themselves as memben, as no longer members, or 

gradually becoming members. One other was mentioned occasiondy, but 1 never met 

him in the three months I was visiting the school. When 1 describe the club, 1 refer to the 

eight usual members as they themselves identify themselves as the club. Seven of the 

eight members are female, ranging in grade from 10 to OAC. Six of the eight are Chinese- 

Canadian. The older students are all academic-achievers, taking courses such as OAC 

Latin and participating in science competitions. Many are involved in a number of 

different clubs and activities, such as AIDS awareness and Encounters Canada. 

Apparently over twenty (the teacher suggested 40) students signed up for the club in 
September, but attendance gradually dropped to the current number. Several of those 

who took on the mles of leaders, such as CO-chairs and treasurers, were together in an 

Environmental Studies dass the year before and had together talked about their ideas for 

the club at the end of their classes the year before. 
M y  role with the group was largely as observer. I attended meetings on a weekly 

basis and went to three of the E h  Week events (1 was unable to attend more as Earth 



Week was a busy time in all the schools). Occasionally I was asked for o r  offet-d advice 

on different aspects of their planning process, as my experience with a niunber of 

community-based environmental organizations means 1 have both technLcal hswledge 

about thuiga Like naturalization, composting, and grant proposais, as well as contacts and 

resources. I believe 1 established a friendly rapport with the group, freely chat- with 

them in the times we had before meetings or during events. They would often indude me 

in discussions or tell me about their university plans or about their weekends or about 

new environmental issues/information they came across--this was part of the normal 

social interaction of the club. Several of them asked what I was looking for in my 

research and volunteered why and how they had become involved and interested in the 

club. The busy nature of the meetings, however, prevented us fkom delWig into these 

issues at any great length. 1 was able to set aside one club meeting for a discussion about 

the club to which t w o  of the students came and I had an oppominity to  talk in depth with 

one CO-chair in the cafeteria for one lunch-hour. 1 tried to ensure our interaction was 

mutual, not wanting to overtake their agenda with my questions, which in the end meant I 

usudy  listened and helped them on their projects. 

Wych wood Technical 

.. . if you go to 'tech' school, [people believe] you're not smart enough to go to 
a regular school. People believe that at Wychwood Tech we don't have kids 
takuig OAC courses, they dont think you can go to university. We have a 
reputation for being a tough school that, you know, there lots of gangs, 
fights and violence. Highland Collegiate, which is just down the block, is 
seen 89 the golden school, U e ,  if you live in this district you don't want to go 
t~ Wychwood Tech, you want to go to Highland. 
(Teacher at  Wycbwood Tech) 

Wychwood Technical Schwl has a reputation of being one of the worst in the Board, a 

school composed of students not accepted at, or kicked out of, other schools. While this is 

not actually the case, the schod does have problems. Attendance is sporadic and low and 

the school has the highest tm-over of students in the Board, with just over half the 

students staying through an entire school year. Over 60% of the -dents at the school 

are male. attributed to the fact that most of its courses are in the general and basic 

streams (Research & Assessrnent 1997). Wychwood Tech has a stmng ESL programme 

which attracts a large number of adults to enrol. In fact, 40% of its students are age 21 or 

over (Research & Assesment 1997). Classes are integrated with adults and adolescents in 



the same classrooms. These conditions bring simcant challenges to the teachers at 

Wychwood Tech, on top of the fact that over 50 laquages are spoken in students' homes. 

Fully 50% of the student population immigrated to Canada since 1990, many as refugees 

h m  Sn Lanka, Somalia, and Ethiopia (Research & Asseasment 1997). Wychwood Tech 

also has one of the highest populations of students h m  Afnca and the C8Tibboan of any 
school in the Board. 

The principals, teachers, and some students were quite concerned about this 

reputation that Wychwood Tech is, in the words of one vice-principal, "a school of toughies 

and basic students," and are actively trying to change it. Environmental education, in fact, 

is one of the ways in which the school is trying to make a name for itself. One of the 

science teachers advising the club and the vice-principal, who has a background in 

outdoor education, were planning on piloting a double-credit, all-afternoon experimental 

course in environmental science and outdoor leadership the next f d ,  takmg advantage of 

the school's proximity to some natural habitat within the city. It would be the k t  of its 

kind within the Board. Another of the school's assets is housing one of the three Gifted 
Programmes in the Board. Other emphases lie in business and high-tech shop courses 

such as cornputer design and animation. 

The environment club at Wychwood Tech was started by two young science 

teachers (one male and one female) about fout years ago, when one of these teachers 

started at the school. From the outset, the club attracted the group of students in the 

GiRed programme to join and it has remained predominantly =giftedn ever since, ofken 

with younger siblings joining when they start at the school. At first, the club tried to set 

up and maintain a recyciing programme, which it still does, to some extent. They found 

this boring and fmstrating after some time and the teachers decided to start a 

naturalization project instead. Like at Devonshire Collegiate, the environmental club at 

Wychwood is predominantly female, with nine girls to tcRo boys. Although a third male 

student appeared regularly at the end, he insisted he was only helping, not a "member." 

Eight of the students are Sri Lankan, although they constitute less than 4% of the student 

population at Wychwood, two are Man, and two are white, Canadian-bom. Several of 

them are related, with a set of sisters, and an aunt-niece relation, while the rest are 

moetly pairs of f?iends, which makes al1 theù activities and gatherings very social. Most of 

the students are very active in a number of different activities, including softball, band, 

yearbook, art, and math clubs. 



The club received grant money from a local hank branch to create an ecology 

garden, consisting of a grassland, wetland, and 'forest" (pmbably no niore than 6 trees). 

The group was into its second year of the project and was quite busy over the time-period 

I spent with them as  they needed to cornplete the pmject before the grant period subsided 

in September and before the teachers lefbboth had their positions terminated in 

education cuts. By June 1998, the grassland was complete and the status of the 

remainder of the project was uncertain. Preparation of the garden required a lot of 

manual labour and substantial t h e  cornmitment on the part of the teachers and students. 

The group was regularly working at the garden from 3pm to 6pm once a week and 

sometimes up to three or four days after school. First we took up the sod and dug out the 

wetland, then dug two and half tonnes of sand into the soi1 and planted four sets of 

indigenous plant species. The h a 1  stage involved digging out and laying stones in for a 

path through the garden. Students were divided into d d y  teams for watering which was 

required for the new plantings until the end of June. When I nret began with the club in 

March, the group was holding brief weekly meetings, where they would water the plants 

in the greenhouse and discuss the garden project, fundraisen, and Earth Week. At this 

point in t h e ,  1 primarily observed, hding it difficult to squeeze my voice into the 

discussions and conversations of the talkative bunch. When the weather warmed up and 

the club started its outdoor work, 1 joined in and helped out with all the manual labour- 

which was r edy  needed some days after one teacher leR to go on maternity leave. 

Riverside Technical 

Riverside draws its student population from some of the 'roughef downtown 

neighbourhoods and is pr imdy  a lower and working class school. Many of the students 

at Riverside are older, returning to school to complete their high school credits or for ESL 

purposes. More than half the students are foreign-born, most coming from Vietnam, 

China, and SR Lanka, although there are also signincant Ethiopian, Somali, Caribbean, 
and Iranian populations (Research & Assessrnent 1997). It is a technical school, offering 

more general-level than advanced-level courses, and places an emphasis on computer 

skills. Accordmg t o  the teachers, it has the best computer equipment in the Board. Like 

most, perhaps all, schools in the Board, the teachers at this school are mostly white, 

Canadian-born. Discipline and attendance are on-going challenges for these teachers. 

There are not many successful extra-curridar activities at Riverside besides sports 



teams. The only clubs that draw members are the ethnic-based clubs such as the Black 

Youth Cl& and the Vietnamese Club. 

The environment club waa organized each year by a male Special Education 

teacher at Riverside, but his m u a l  experience was that the club could never maintain its 

energy through the year and it inevitabiy dissolved during the second term. When L 

contacted him for research, he offered to c d  a meeting of the students, so that together 

we codd try to get the club active again. I agreed and was able to meet with students on 

fou. occasions before it was clear the effort was futile and we essentially gave up. In the 

fd semester, the club had been involved in a recychg initiative: the members met twice 

to collect all the  paper to be recycled from the classrooms and deposited it in the 

collection bins. A few of them also went around to classrooms to explain the recycling 

process and eligible materials to students and teachers. There had been some discussion 

of arranging for boxes of one-sided paper to be collected from the cornputer labs and 

made available to students as scrap paper, but it did not happen. 

The students who came to the first meeting 1 had with the club represented the 

core members according to the teacher, although at later meetings, many of them did not 

reappear and others showed up. All our meetings were brainstorming/discussion times 

with the purpose of coming up with some sort of project either for this or the next year, as 

a number of the students were graduating but wanted to see a successful environment 

club for the years to corne. A number of projects were proposed, including an 

environmental audit, a school swey,  and resuscitating a vegetable garden that had been 
created a previous year, but none actuaily took place. The core group included three 

white males, one black male, two South Asian fernales, and an Asian female. Later on, 

two South Asian males also showed up once. The black student was the head of the 

Black Youth Club and stated at the outset that he was keen to see the environment club 

become active, but he himself did not have much time to put into it. He never showed up 

a second t h e .  It seems about half the students were very active in other activities, 

lirniting the tirne they could put into the environment club; the other half appeared to be 

lonely and wanted something to do during lunch. Several of the students had part-time 

work in the school cafeteria and library. 1 assumed more of a quasi-teacher role with this 

group, trying ta get ideas out, bring resourees, and help get some action going, although, 

like the teacher himeelf, 1 failed in this attempt. 



Central Collegtzte 

Central Collegiate eqjoys a reputation of being an academic school and its students 

coSri:m this, some complaining that students are too academic and not invoived enough in 

extra-curriculars. It draws an upper middle class, primarily white and Asian population 

(Research & Assessrnent 1997). Most students at Central Collegiate are college and 

university-bound and the teachers consider their students to be fairly advanced 

academically. The principal at this school was fairly reticent about allowing me to contact 

the club, apparently because she was unable to get confirmation of the approval of my 

research fkom the Board, and, as a result, 1 did not start researching with this club until 

mid-April. Due to numemus cancelied meetings, 1 only attended four club meetings and 

one treeplanting day with them before my research period ended. Moreover, many of 

the members did not start showing up util the last two meetings, making my presence 

and role somewhat awkward and particularly unnatural. While 1 was not able to get to 

know the Central club rnembers well socially, 1 had a long and active discussion with 

most of the club memben about their activities, the school, and environmentalism. 

The club was started ten to &en years ago by the male Environmental Science 

teacher a t  Central Collegiate, but he let the students do whatever they want, meaning the 

club activity fluctuates with its student leadership. For many years, the club helped a 

former student of his grow wetland plants in their greenhouse which codd later be 

transplanted in habitat restoration projects he was workmg on  They also did some field 

trips to outdoor education field centres and each year on Earth Day planted trees with a 

local Rotary Club and some other schools. The greenhouse planting project ended two 

years ago and the students set about planning some larger projects, which they began 

irnplementing this year. These included worm composting of paper towels in the girls' 

washroom, setting up a compost system wi th  the cafeteria for post-lunch food scraps, and 

planning a roof-top garden which is m n t l y  stailed, awaiting technical information The 

Environmental Education Officer at the Board of Education considered this club to be the 

most active of the environment clubs in the Board. 

Four of the students in the club joined when they started at Central Colleaate and 

have continued with it to their grade 12 and OAC years respectively. Another student 

who regularly attended was in grade 10 and had joined just at the beginning of the year. 1 

was not able to h d  out mythina about two other regular members, nor about two other 

students, both in grade 10, who joined the h t  day I came. They attended the tree- 



planting session and a meeting aRer that, but then disappeared. I would have liked ta 

have talked to them about the experience, but their ~liittuig is ükely due to the self- 

acknowledged ciosed nature of the club which is mostly made up of friends. The seven 

members of the core gmup were all female and all white. It seems the club hasn't always 

beerl this way, as the group suggested at one t h e  it was entirely Anian, but those 

students are now mostly in the science club. The two grade ten students who left were 

black and Asian. 1 do not know whether race was a factor in their exclusion as I never 

had a chance to explore these dynamics of membership. 

Context 1: Sclrools, Streaming and Multicultuml Populations 

Multiculturalism became Canada's official policy on ethnic relations in 1971 with 

the expressed a h  to recognize cultural and linguistic diversity in Canadian society. I t  

marked both an acknowledgement of the diversity of the Canadian population and a new 

'pluraüstic tolerancew approach to  replace assimilationism. The challenges and 

contradictions of cultural, Linguistic, and racial pluralism in a society stnictured by racism, 

classism, and sexism are perhaps no more evident and consequential than in the schools. 

The Toronto Board of Education reports that in 1991,46% of its students were nonwhite, 

45% had a mother tongue other than English, and 43% were born outside of Canada 

(Brown et al. 1992). Multidturalism and racial diversity are the nom in both the city of 

Toronto and its schools. So, it seems, is structural inequality. 

While Toronto high schools draw students fkom theïr local neighbourhoods, the 

racidethnic and class-based segregation already evident from my descriptions of the four 

schools 1 was involved with is not primariiy neighbourhood-based. It is the resuit of the 

race, ethnicity, and class-influenced process of "streaming" students into different 

educational paths, either within or  between schools. In Ontario, students are not 

uofficidy" streamed until grade 10 when they must enter either Basic, General, or 

Advanced Level courses end corresponduigly Collegiates o r  Technical and Commercial 

schw1s. However, Curtis et al. (1992) document how overt and covert streaming begins as 

early as grade 1 as students are chamelleci into Special Education, French Immersion, 

and GiRed programmes, as studenta are informally distributed inta classes according to 

'ability," and as teachers, o h  inadvertently, discriminate and treat differently -dents 
of different class, race, and ethnic backgrounds. Streaming has been a highly political 

and controversial policy in Ontario since its conception prior to WWi and, more recently, 



since a report commissioned by the Liberal government of 1987 concluded that 'the 

evidence is now ovetwhelming that streaming is a social injustice, a theoretical error and a 

practical faüurew (Radwanski 1987). While efforts have been made to redress some of 

these injustices, such as the closing of vocational schools, the almo~t-complete 

termination of the G W  stream, and the de-streaming of grade 9 in 1993, the lu91 data 

from the Toronto Board of Education reveal siWcant class, race, and ethnicity 

discrepancies between the academic streams. New immigrants, racial minorities, 

particuiarly black and aboriginal students, working class, and single-parented students 

are disproportionately located in Basic and General streams Wau et al. 1992). Students 

enroled in Advanced Level courses and aspiring for university are more likely to be white 

or Asian, living with two parents, and to come from families of high socioeconomic 

backgrounds (Cheng et al. 1992). The discrepancy is - 80% of white, English- 

speakmg students are enroled in Advanced courses, compared to 43% of black Caribbean 

students and 53% of Aboriginal students (Cheng et al. 1992). While only 25% of Toronto 

students immigrated to Canada after 1987, they represent 35% of General Level and 36% 

of Basic Level students (Yau et al. 1992). These numbers do not take into account drog 

out rates which Vary considerably between the streams. While 90% of Advanced Level 

students graduate, only 4û% of Generai Level and 20% of Basic Level students stay in 

school long enough ta get their high school diplorna (Radwanski 1988). 

Like in the United States and Britain, the dispmportionate effects of streaming in 

Ontario lead many to suggest the school system is structured to best serve Canadian-born, 
English-speaking, white, middle class students (Curtis et al. 1992, Rezai-Rashti 1995, 

Huynh et al. 1994). While some offer conservative theories about innate difference and 

inferiority to explain this dramatic outcorne, the process is iikely a combination of 

institutional racism and classism, access to the 'cultural capitalw (such as knowledge and 

language and behavioral codes) required for success in white, Angle-Canadian middle 

class-biased schooling, and the role of the school within the structural  relations of 

capitalism (McLaren 1989). The outeornes of streaming correspond to the nature of the 

Canadian workforce, where recent immigrants, oRen regardless of educational attainment 

(commonly not remgnized by Canadian Mtut ions  and employers), fill the lowest ranks 

in the production hierarchy (Bennett and Lecompte 1991). The role of choice in this 
process is dubious, particularly when Yau et al. (1992) express the concern that 'a 

signifcant number of students do g@ seem to understand the link between secondary 



program level and post-secondary options" (10). They note that 15% of General students, 

and 26% of the* parents, aspire to university and 36% of students in Basic level aspire ta 

college and university, options to which their streams do not &ad. 

The Toronto Board of Education developed a race and ethnic relations policy in 

1979. Implemented by one or two consultants and staff persons, teacher and student 

awareness of multiculhvalism and anti-racism is promoted throiigh staff development 

and student leadership camps. Framed by liberal multidturalism, educational policy in 

this area emphasized aensitivity to cultural and linguistic clifference through Heritage 

Language and enhanced English as a Second Language (ESL) programmes until the 

development of the Ontario Anti-Racism and Enthocultural Equity Policy in 1993. 

Teachers often claimed-and many continue t o  claim-they adopt a "colour-blind" 

pedagogy that treats all children equally regardless of ciifference (Rezai-Rashti 1995). 

This pluralism rnasks power relations, 'delimit[ing] a sanitized cultural sphere divorced 

from sociopoliücd interests, in which culture is reûied, fiagmented, and homogenized, 

and ... ethnic conflict [depicted] as predominantly the consequence of negative attitudes 

and ignorancen (Olneck, cited in Rezai-Rashti 1995, 5). The limitations of this approach 

led many to cal1 for an anti-racism education which would concentrate on 'studying and 

reveaüng the sites, institutions, and ways in which racism originatesw and 'examining the 

histories and practices that prejudice supports," includmg the educational system itself 

(Rezai-Rashti 1995, 6). Rezai-Rashti (1995) deems the more recent ventures into anti- 

racism approaches by the Toronto Board of Education and the Ontario Ministry of 

Education to be 'meagre" and 'abysmal," limîted to one-shot voluntary staff development 

sessions. Of particular concern is the lack of representation of racial and ethnic 

minorities among the teaching profession and curriculum materials in Ontario (Dei, ed. 

1994). In 1987, the most recent data I was able to obtain, the percentage of racial minority 

employees in the permanent work force of the Toronto Board of Education was 7.9%, 

unchanged h m  1981 (Cheng 1987); whereas racial minority students comprised 46% of 

Toronto Board schools in 1991 (Brown et al. 1992). 

Context 2: Provincial and Board Environmental Edmt ion  Policy und Practice 

While student environmental actîvism played a key mle in creating a Canadian 

environmental movement in the late 1960s, with the creation of Pollution Probe and the 

Canadian Environmental Law Association in 1969 and 1970 respectively, the 



mainstreaming of environmentalism has led away h m  student activism towards school- 

based environmental education (Macdonald 1991 ). Environmental awareness and 

concern peaked in Canada around 1989, a t h e  when environmental concern was high in 

the public opinion polls, when environmental issues and disasters med the media, and 

when Earth Day 1990 was marketed across North America (Madonala 1991, Hart 1998). 

It was this same era when environmental education began to significantly enter into 

provincial cumculums and school activities, pushed largely by parents, teachers, and 

students. The first official steps towards includmg environmental courses or content in 

elementary and secondary cuniculums began in 1989, but materials and professional 

development have always been scarce. The Toronto Board of Education was one of few- 

or perhaps the only Board in the province-to in fact employ an Environmental Education 

O f f i ~ e r . ~  Even so, the statu of environmental education in this Board and in the 

province remains precarious: it is fkagmentary, superficial, under-trained, underfunded, 

stmgghg against disincentives such as university and OAC prerequisites, dependent on 

the dedication and motivation of individual teachers, and currently quite vulnerable to 

cutbacks. 

In 1990, prominent Canadian environmentalist David Suzuki spoke at the 

Federation Day of the elementary school teachers' union and prompted a number of 

teachers to demand help from the Board in developing environmental curriculum. The 

Board responded by appointhg a facilitatm, in the position of 'coxnmunity advisor," for an 

environmental network which had ita f h t  meeting in June 1990. In its fîrst year, this 

network of parents, teachers, and students developed an Environmental Policy for the 

Board of Education. The student, parent, and teacher groups eventually sphtered off by 

1993 to create three networks which continue to lobby for environmental education, 

resources, professional development, and the greening of schools. The community 

advisor evolved into a position for an Environmental Education Officer who facilitates the 

activities of the networks and promotes implementation of the environmental policy. A 

signincant aspect of this implernentation tool, cdled the "Greening Our Schools 

Programme," is the recommendation that all schools mate '%nvironment Teamsw with 

representatives h m  school aâmhistration, teachers, caretakers, parents and students, to 

12 I use the past tenae here as the Toronto Board of Education no longer exists and it 
was uncertain at the time of wrîting as to whether the new amalgamated board, 
created in January 1998 (see page 60 for further discussion), would maintaîn this 
position. 



plan and oversee green actions plans, such as recycling programmes and energy 

conservation (Network for Environmental Education 1996). The Greening Our Schools 

Programme contains a checküst for schools to evduate their 'greenness," covering the 

areas of waste management and reduction, energy and water conservati~n. sustainable 

transportation, materials, schoolyard, nutrition and food, environmental attitudes and 

education. It does not provide funding for energy retrofitting or recycling, but rather 

encourages staff and students to "turn off lights and electrical equipment when not 

needed." Much of this promotion has been directed at elementaiy, not secondary schools. 

In many secondary schools, this idea of an 'Environment Team" is perceived to be 

interchangeable with the idea of a student environment club, such that the 

recommendation is met by the attempted creation of a club or the existence of a club is 

perceived as sufncient to meet the recommendation 

Curricular opportunities for students to learn about environmental issues in the 

secondary school include "environmental" courses such as Environmental Science, 

Ecology, Environmental Studies, and Environment and Economy, and social issues 

courses such as World Issues. Environmental themes dao creep into other areas of 

curriculum, such as Geography or Art, largely dependhg on the interest, cornmitment, 

and knowledge of teachen andlor demands of students. Environmental Science was fh t  

introduced to the Ontario curriculum as an experimental course in the mid- to late-1970s 

when it was taken up by a few schools immediately and gradually offered more widely as 

environmental issues gained prominence in mainstream media and discourse. The 

Environmental Studies and Environment and Economy courses have only been in 

existence since 1988. Few schools offer more than one of these environmental courses; 

many offer none. AU of these courses are optional and tend to draw small class sizes of 

around ten to twelve students. While this may suggest a lack of interest, one teacher who 

had been teaching environmental science since the mid-1970s had noted a s igdcant  

decline in enrolment in the course when OAC prerequisites were detailed in the late 

1980s and environmental science could not be counted as a science prerequisite. Indeed, 

many of the students in the clubs complained that there was not an OAC level course; 

they felt that there was little environmental content in their hîgh school education at all. 

Few teachers have an academic backgromd in environmental studies, due both to 

its relatively recent offering as a University programme and, more dgniiicantly, because it 

is not recognized by many Fad t i e s  of Education as an acceptable specialization for 



entrance into Teachers College. As a result, the commitment required of teachers who 

would Like to take on an environmental studies c o r n ,  or to increase the environmental 

content in a relevant course they teach, is substantial. Teachers describe attending 

classes and wurkshops spenduig innumerable hours networking and reading through 

resources to not only increase theh knowledge level, but to create their own curriculum. 

Until the mid-19909, there were few appropriate environmental studies textbooks 

availabie or afTordable for secondary school use and teachers were known to trade and 

share (and sometimes hoard) photocopied binders of materials. The r e d t  seems to be a 

lot of repetition and overlap from year to year and among courses offered within the same 

year, as much due to departmental temtorialism and fragmentation as to lack of available 

curriculum materials. Students will frequently get the same topics, such as depletion of 

the Brazilian ralliforest, year aRer year because teachers look to the newspapers and 

magazines to keep their content 'current." The limited number of textbooks in use and 

the absence of any common curriculum content across the schools prevented me from 

offering any critical analysis of the content of environmental studies courses. Only the 

curriculum c o d t a n t s  seem to have any idea of what the content amss  the Board might 

be. 

The Student Environment Network (SEN) defines itself as 'a coalition of Toronto 

high school students working to coordinate environmental initiatives and activities, as weU 

as act as a liaison between student groups and the Toronto Board of Educationn (Student 

Environmental Network 1993, 1). SEN plays an important role in communicating 

information on issues and events ta the clubs in the high schools and was oRen mentioned 

during my research, although only one of the students out of the four clubs was currently 

attending its meetings; two others had attended in previous years at le& once or twice. 

SEN organizes a big conference for high school students each year and has produced a 

guidebook for student organizing. The group also tackles more political issues, acting as a 

voice for students in environmental policy-making. For example, in April 1998, the group 

presented a letter to the Ontario Minister of Natural Resources regardhg a controversial 

forestry policy the government has proposed. The number of students who are active in 

SEN is s m d ,  however, and their activities and information o h  trickle down only to the 

schools with representatives at the network. While this forestry policy was discussed at 

two of the other schw~s I researched, none of them was aware that SEN was talang some 

action on the issue. However, the SEN handbook provides a startüng contrast with the 



Board's 'Greening Our Schools Programme* described earlier: the students stress 

howledge about community and global environmental issues; coïîtact with citizen's 

groups; and actions on the dual fronts of 1) lobbying the govemmerit, schoc! 
. . admini,stration, and Board of Education, and 2) implementing environmental projecm %ch 

as supermarket tours, garbage audits, stream monitoring, presenting videos, and 

schoolyard naturaüzation (Student Environmental Network 1993). Militarism, industrial 

impact, government law and policy, and vegetarianism are a few of the areas the student 

guidebook explores but are neglected by the Board of Education (Student Environmental 

Network 1993; Network for Environmental Education 1996). 

The Board has also had associations with several field centres which provided 

outdoor education opportunities for school classes, although funding to these programmes 

and centres was in the process of being eut at the time of writing. Students usually have 

at least one opportunity to go to a field centre in their four or five years in high school and 

these occasions were often mentioned by the students in the environment clubs as highly 

memorable experiences. Typicdy, it is the giRed or advanced students who get taken on 

extra trips as, accordmg to some teachers and administrators, they pose less of a discipline 

problem. Environmental education also takes place through the national and provincial 

parks systems, although largely with an emphasis on nature interpretation and habitat 

conservation and available only to those who have an interest and means of accessing the 

parks system. A b a l  avenue for youth or high achool students to get involved in 

environmental activism and learn more about environmental issues is through local o r  

national environmental NGûs. It seems however that there is little contact between 

environmental community groups and the schools, unless teachers or parents are 

involved in specific initiatives. Community groups do little to make their materials or 

events accessible for adolescents and have little knowledge about environmental 

curridums in the school. 

This story is rapidly ch- w i t h  the re-writing of the Ontario CUlTicuium under 

the Progressive Conservative govenünent elected in 1995. At the time of writing, the 

outlook for environmental education in the province looked bleak. Field centres were 

being closed, parks privatized, and funding to NGûs and the provincial Ministq of the 

Environment and Ministry of Natural Resources slashed. Environmental education was 

absent fkom the new elementary curriculum intmduced in 1998 until parents and 

teachers demanded its inclusion, and no one is optimistic about the as-yet unreleased 



secondary curriculum. Moreover, many of the initiatives described above are Toronto- 

specific. It is unknown how many schools outside of Toronto offer envimnmental studies 

and environmental science courses. 

Context 3: Amalgcrmcrtion and Upheaual 

The school year 1997-1998 was a challenging one for many teachers in Ontario and 

the political background to my research project had a signincant impact on the climate 
and atmosphere of the schools. In October 1997, the Progressive Conservative 

government introduced Bill 160, an act that in efTect dissolved the collective agreements 

between the different teacher unions and their boards of education as part of its 

educational restnicturing agenda. Al1 five of the teacher unions in the province 

participated in a two and a half week work action which closed all of the schools in the 

province. Many students and parents were politicized by the struggIe and joined teachers 

on the picket lines and in rallies. Bill 160 was followed by the amalgamation of school 

boards across the province, and five boards in Metro Toronto merged to become the 

Toronto & District Board of Education, coming into effect on January 1, 1998. Both 

govemment initiatives were driven by efforts to make the educational system more 

efficient and less costly and the h a 1  outcorne of this goal was large-scale teacher lay-offs, 

displacements, and retirements. It had been suggested that as older teachers take 

advantage of the new early retirement package over the next five years, nurnerous jobs 

will open up again in the teaching profession, but this was little consolation for the 

individuals, mostly young teachers, who would be out of work and shufned around the 

schools in part-time and supply positions in September 1998. 

Perhaps the most signincant effect of these political changes was the uncertainty 

weighmg over teachers. At the time of writing, the Board restructuring was not complete 

and even staff at the Board did not know whether they would still have jobs or how thlligs 

would work once the dust settles. Many felt the government's campaign against the 

autumn work action had demonized teachers and morale and attendance seemed are at an 

d-time low. Mention of burn-out was common throughout my time at the schools and 

many teachers felt they could not take on supervision of any extra-curricular activities or 

sports the next year given the increase in their workload; some were considering the early 

retirement option. The government had mandated smder  class sizes without hiiing more 

teachers, requirîng current high school teachers to teach one more class per day. 



Students in al1 the clubs were concemed they might not be able to complete their 

projects as they might not have a teacher able to advise them the following year and all 

clubs require teacher supervision. Such a climate is significant [or enviroriental 

education and envimnment clubs for a number of reasons. Of primary mncern is the 

likelihood that many teachers will no longer have the time, energy or motivation to 

implement and sustain environmental courses, clubs, and activities. Environmental 

education happens because individuals within the system believe in it, are willing to 

allocate time for it, and are tolerant of the r i d i d e  and intransigence they sometimes 

receive from other teachers and the administration. Without these dedicated individuals, 

Little would happen. 



V Environmental (Service) Clubs: Moulding the Ecocitizen 

An article entitled 'Classrooms without Walls," in the magazine Canadian 

Geographic, features stories of high school envuonment clubs across the country, 

crowning them educational successes in ampowering youth to "make a difference.' "The 

challenge," aceording to author Dan Schneider, 9s ta give students the feeling they can do 

something. Many environmental issues are so big that they bring about a sense of 

helplessnessW (1991,67). But after penising the Merent projects underway in Canadian 

schools, from recycling and clean-up campaigns, ecology gardens, and restocking strearns 

with trout, to writing letters to politicians about water pollution and making videos of 

local environmental degradation and comrnunity projects, Schneider (1991) concludes: 

There are certainiy enough environmental problems to fill a barrel. But 1 
felt more opthistic than ever. Out of Preston High's biology class and 
Centre Wellington's environmental science class will graduate future 
docton, engineers, construction workers, politicians. .. people who will enter 
many walks of life. I sensed that the satisfaction students gained from 
helping the environment would instill in them a lifelong commitment. (69) 

Any of the teachers I encountered advising environment clubs might have wrîtten that 

article and i t  would be the words they want to hem to jus* and reward them for the 

work they do: al1 consistently framed their projects in tems of liberal notions of 

environmental awareness-raising, community service, and student-centred, experiential 

learning. In this chapter, 1 outline the archetypal environmental service club as 

described to me by the teachers and students involved in the four clubs. It is a simple 

story, featuring dedicated teachers and hard-working students and special moments of 

discovery; but it isn't the only story and in successive chapters 1 wi l l  attempt to crack 

through its common sense Ygood atizen" veneer to examine the social relations and 

political implications which undergird the environment club phenornenon. 

Tacher PerspectiuesB 

Ln most schwls, a staff advisor is requited for all extra-cumicular activities. Whîle 

13 Although in later chapters, pseudonyms wiU be used for kachers, 1 have chosen to 
disguise which schools they represent in this chapter to ensure their anonymiw. To 
indicate diEerent voies, 1 use Tl," T2" and eo on, but the numbera do not represent a 
partidar teacher. Tl" will be used to refer to aU five of the teachers at various points 
in the text, 



the role of the teacher should not be overestimated-club9 Vary year to year with the* 

student leadership-teachers do play an important role withiri clubs by providhg 

resources, encouragement, varying degrees of leadership and guidance, and continuity 

h m  year to year. Ail four of the environment clubs in the research project were initiated 

by teachers, w u d y  right h m  the start of their teaching career or fkom the &art of their 

own gmwing awareness of environmental issues. While varying in age and career-stage 

from young to mid-career to about-to-retire teachers, all expressed their purpose and 

vision for the environnent club as a combination of hoping to raise students' 

environmental consciousness and providing a participatory setting for meaningful action. 

While none of the teachers described themselvee as activists, nor did any 

participate themselves in any environmental or community organizations outside the 

S C ~ O O ~ ,  their cornmitment to environmentalism was fïrm. They felt they tried to live their 

personal lives in a way consistent with environmental values and felt an obligation to 

share this with their students, h u g h  both courses and the club: 

T: '. . . we wil l  be talking about that soon in our formal class, as part of the course, 
part of the personal inventory of 'what can 1 do' sort of thuig. ... We talk about 
protests and aetivists and how fa. are you willing to go and so on. Sometimes we 
might just be talking about reading food labels and being sure what chernicals go 
in your body, it really depends upon what interests they have because it's not 
really part of the course as it's written. So, 1 don't redy have to do it and 1 don't 
have many s p d c  things within it." 
CL14 Wou try b get it in?" 
T: 'It's somethmg 1 feel obliged to do. But, it's, there's so rnuch to do and so Little 
time to do it. And I take flak fkom the staff for being an environmentalist 
sometimes. ... As far as Pm concerned, my objective is to expose as many kids as 1 
cm to the environmental ideas ... It's the raison d'être of the club as well. Reach 
some more people that way. ... It7s something 1 have to do, 1 have to mach as many 
people as possible. ... I'm not really what you'd c d  an activist - in the sense that 1 
would go marehing amund in protests and so on. My idea of action is that you get 
information out and make sure that it's sound information and it's balanced. 1 try 
not to proselytke, 1 try to just let them reach their own condusions." [emphasis in 
voice j 

As another teacher explains, 

"1 think it's important that they, as individuals, become connected with nature in 
some way. 1 also feel it's important, in terms of our world, that we start taking 
these environmental messages that we've been spewing seriously. ... we can't just 
fool amund with this stuff anymore. It's serious and we have to do something. 1 
would suggest we haven't done that much in the last thirty years. And if it was at a 

14 CL refers to the  researcher. 



crisis situation then, what is it now, thirty years later? ... 1 think environmentrl 
awareness must become a priority. And it must become a priority rery quickiy, 
both in terms of the preservation af our world [and] in terms of straigiitening our 
priorities. ... 1 always felt that education was a panacea and, kdcly, 1 still be!ieve it 
is. And 1 stiü believe it ia. 1 just dont know how to reach a lot of people. 1 dont 
know." [emphasis in voice] 

Congniency between their environmental concern and their behaviour and lifestyle was a 

concern for the teachers, and indeed the students, who were quick to point out teachers 

who failed to act accorduig to what they taught, as this collection of quotes attests: 

Tl: uAs a person, I do all my laundry by hand and 1 recycle everythmg that's 
recyclable and 1 avoid bullcy containers and packsging and, you know, all those 
sorts of thuigs. ITm committed to them. ... 1 practice all the things that 1 suggest to 
them." 

S: '1 was talking to Mr. Mitchell, Mr. Mitchell kaches World Issues and he says 
'yeah, yeah, there's a unit on deforestation.' And 1 was like, 'OK, so you want a 
cover sheet [stretching words out really slowly]. Now do you realize the, like, 
there's a bit of a problem there?' But he's like, 'but you know, 1 just lüre cover 
sheets.' [LaughterJ. It was B e ,  what h d  of justification is that? Like, 1 just feel 
like 1 need an extra piece of bleached white paper. Arghhh!!! [Laughter]." 

T2: '1 was sort of a bit of a, not a .. hippie, but [laugh] you know that sort of thing. 
And 1 used to lecture to rny family about, you know, we're not throwing that out, 
we're not uging that pesticide and [laugh] all those sorts of M." 

T3: "If it mattem to me, yes it is my responsibiüty. And 1 think that's one thuig we 
honestly have to realize, not only in tems of the environment, but in terms of 
evsything .. . a powerful individual is not a good consumer and doesn't operate well 
in a mass society. And we need powerfui, responsible, individual action .. for 
everythuig. And, you know, my personal goal is to get there." [emphasis in voice] 

In their words and in their actions, these teachers demonstrate how they are ethicdy 

cornmitteci to environmental social change. Many felt they weren't doing enough with the 

dub, their classes, or within the school to encourage environmental responsibiüty. 

The teachers' cornmitment is further demonstrated by the efforts they put in to 

create environmental courses and to advise the club. One teacher dedbed:  

Tn the beginning it was really düncult because there were no textbooks ... a lot of 
teachers around the system who were teaching environmental studies at that time 
-- and 1 dodt think there were very many -- were creating their own information. 
[One school] put tagether a binder of, a type of environmental course and basîcally 
people just took bits and pieces and made up their own as they went along. ... in the 
beginnîng, 1 went to every workshop and course, just to get a background. ... 1 was 
taping just about every show PBS had just to fhd out what was going on ..." 

Similarly, an environmental science teacher describes his k t  erperiences in creaüng a 



course the first year it was permitted in the Ontario curriculum: 

' W e  origindy started this up as an experimental couïse way back in the seventies. 
we started the environmental science class. . . .I've been through expcrîmental 
courses before and the recording you have to do and the statistics you have to 
produce and you have ta re-apply evexy year.. . it's just too mu&." 

'... i t  was actually the Geugraphy teacher that took the initiative, she wanted to 
have a go at it, so she recruited me and then carried on for a few years that way. 
... The only disadvmtage was that 1 didn't have any ecology background, so I trained 
myself in ecology." 

Another teacher, currently in the process of creating a dual-credit integrated 

Environmental Science and Leadership programme, describes her experiences: 

'Yve been to different conferences and t u s  and talked to people who've run 
these programmes ... we're modeIlmg it on different thmgs, but the actual nitty 
gritty of it right now is not worked out. It's been a bit of work, the tough part was 
getting it past the department heads.. ." 

None of these teachers were content with ensuring an environmental coums was offered 

for students, but also put hours of their time into tiying to 'greenw the school: 

T: In the beginning too, we wanted to start a programme, a Blue Box programme 
and a litter programme.. . 
CL: And pire' in this sense is the Geography department or a few other teachers ... ? 
T: No, me. 
CL: You. m e  laugh]. 
T: There were one or two other teachers [who later] supported and helped, but 
basicdy in the beginning.. . 
CL: You were developing it on you. own? 
T: WelI 1 was getting here at 7:30 in the morning to put the containers for the 
recycled cans out on the curb, so that they codd get picked up for garbage and you 
know, whatever wasn't done had to be done. 
... 
T: 1 used to get calls, 'what do 1 do about used textbooks, how do we get rid of 
those?' You know, and that was on top of the club, the class, the Blue Box, the 
paper recycling and, you burn out. .. 

Similarly, the Wychwood Tech club's garden project demanded up to ten hours a week at 

times for the teachers and students involved. The kachers expresseci the strain they felt 

assuming this commitment on top of their courses, markmg, and their own lives and 

families, but felt both the project and the experience it was giving the students were 

worth the sacrifice. 

Since many of the teachers teaeh-and in fact have created, or are in the pmcess of 

creating-environmental courses, the purpose behind f o r e  a club was not merely to 

provide an avenue for students to learn about environmental issues, but specifically to 



provide a participatory setting for them to act on their concems. While none of them used 

the word "empowement," they made m u e n t  references to "doing somethuig," with the 

presurnption or hope that the experience would lead students to further coni~ot~iity 

participation in the future. 

Tl: uWell 1 thought if we were going to have an environmental class, we should 
have a club, and initielly there was a l l  kinds of ideas about what the club would be 
capable of doing ... the club [would be for those who] want to take positive action 
and, although many of the students in the class might think it's a good idea, either 
they dont have the time or the inclination to do that. . . .initially in both the course 
and the club I wanted students to become more active. And activist in nature. [But] 
the course hm become more academic and the club has become more activist." 

T2: m e  other pwpose, 1 think, is to get them to do something and to see that they 
cm do it, as a group, work together. So that maybe they WU, you know, when 
they're living with a community, maybe get involved in the local community ..." 

Most felt strongly about letting the students do their own thmg and providing a student- 

centred and student-directed environment, even if it meant the club did not accomplish 

signXcant goals. During my fhst discussion with one teacher about his club 1 asked 

whether it was primarily student-driven. His response was "that's the whole point." The 

purpose of the club is to  provide students with leadership opportunities. Others 

expressed similar viens: 

Tl: 'It's an initiative that I have tried to do in Riverside.. . because 1 really want 
student-centred and student-initiated programmes and initiatives. . . .it was 
mandated that every school should have a recycling cornmittee. And it was largely, 
if not wholly, a teacher initiative. ... when I got involved I said this is nonsense. 1 
want kds involved. Unfortunately, it has never succesafully worked. ... 1 just didn't 
see the point in the teachers doing it. 1 did see the point in getting kids involved, 
because it's something and it was easy to get them involved in, relatively easy." 
[emphasis in voice] 

T2: '. .. each year the kids are different, you know, and 1 try to let them organize 
and nui the club. .. . 1 led the group on how you set up a meeting and how the chair 
operates and how you do an agenda and take the minutes of the meetings, you 
know, and the kids gradually took that over ..." 

T3: '[fl sort of leave it to the kids to pick because when I pick somethuig it's too, it 
fiops, it's too much like a class, so the kids corne up with ideas like 'let's spend an 
hour or so trying to make paper' and I [he laughs], 1 go 'oh great' [in a negative 
voice]. But, you know, the kids like to do that ..." 
T4: '... they were interesteci in doing sornething and we didn't know where to start, 
so we started with recyding and that's what we did. ... It's new experiences for the 
kids, plus it's challeTLpiilp and learning to overcome diffidties and that sort of 
thing." [emphasis in voice] 



The emphasis is placed on activities which would, in the words of one teacher, "give the 

kids a taste of [a] sense of accompliahment." 

Tl: '...we did write letten and when we got replies back from, 1 dcii't even 
remember who we wrote to, but you know someone's aide and, you know, 
someone with an official name, some of these kids were like [with excitement] 
'hey!' and then sometimes they just look at it and went 'oh, yeah right. This person 
didn't even read the letter.' But at least they went thmugh the experience of 
achially having a reply sent back to somethuig they m t e ,  seeing what it's like, 
you know. We probably should ... write to the Toronto Star or somethmg and try to 
get ourselves in print, in the paper, and that 1 think would be sornething that 
would spark some kids. Like 'whoa! Somebody listens!" 

T2: '. . .students constantly say it's always doom and gloorn. So, what we need to 
develop dong with that are solutions and things that kids can do." 

Discussing his club's fadure, the teacher at Riverside expresaed how he felt that % d o w  

them to work so hard and not see any results. I think it does them an iqjustice. 1 think it 

teaches them that there's no use in dohg this.' The club's purpose and rationale was to 

empower the students to become active environmental citizens and the process to 

empowement was through experiential, participatory and student-driven activities. 

These individu& have each channelled their environmental awareness and 

concems into their teaching, shaping their pedagogical goals and practices around their 
ethical cornmitment and indeed making their activism their teaching by their beliefs in 

education as a mechanism for social change. Moreover, al1 articulated a liberal- 

humanistic perspective on the role of school clubs, seing the fiinction of the club to be as 

much about student empowerment as environmentalism. They were concerned to make 
the club fun, to draw a larger number of students, and to get them doing something, 

convinced an experiential approach to activism would help them develop the skills and 

the conviction that individuals need to, and are capable of, acting for social change. 

Student ExperiencesE 

Interviewed on video camera by some of her classrnates, Mmju talks about her 

15 1 recognize that comparing teacher "perspectives" with student 'experiences" risks 
reinforcing the power relation between teacher a9 rational, artidate and matute, and 
students as emotional/hormonal, irrational and immature, capable only of 
experienciag not rationally cafiying out and descrîbiug their activities. The ciifference 
though is largely a result of my research process where 1 spent most of my time with 
the students, assuming a semi-student role where 1 shared some of their experiences, 
and only gained access in the teachers' perspectives through individual i n t e~ews .  



environment club's garden project. She explains it is important because it will make the 

sc'iiool more %CO-lriendly" and that it is something that not many schools have. She adds 

that with all the gardens at the houses across the street, it's nice for the school to have 

one too. Maqju is a grade 12 student in the Gifted programme at  Wychwood Tech, taking 

courses in the natural sciences as she is interested in becoming a chemical engineer. She 

is knowledgable and conversant in environmental issues, but she did not refer to these 

when she describes and diseusses the environment club. Maqju was not the only one to 

do this--in fact most of the students in three of the clubs kameci the purpose of their club 

in tems of community or school seMce projects rather than environmental activisrn. 

At first 1 rnistook this silence for ignorance, but was usually proved wrong 

whenever I probed students' knowledge of environmental issues. They could üst off and 

discuss biodiversity, global warming, ozone depletion, pollution, deforestation, and so on, 

if 1 specificdly asked, but these provided the justification and context for their club in the 

most abstract way. I t  seems that these clubs were p r i m d y  based around a forum for 

community service, attracting students and teachers with a sense of social responsibility, 

with the secondary factor being the establishment of a concern, such as 'the 

environment," as a social issue in the public domain. Over and over again, students 

justified their projects as things which would improve or beau* the school, through 

either physical alterations such as a 'nieew garden, changing the student atmosphere to 

being more environmentally-respomible, or 'patriotic" projects which would enhance the 

school's reputation. And studenta joined the environment club at their school for ail sorts 

of reasons, and combinations of reasons, such as having siblings already in the club, 

joining with a Wend or group of friends or to meet friends, having an opportunity to 

garden, because it was one of the few clubs that was fun and active, to contribute 

meaningfully to the school, because it offered leadership opportunities, because it may 

%ok goodw on their resumes for admission ta university programmes, and because it was 

a way to act upon their environmental awareness. In fact, the only factor common to all 

the students was a stmng sense of social responsibility: %e are doing somethuig for the 

society," 'we want to help," or "1 felt like 1 wanted to contribute to, you know, .. the 

environment." 

An intemnnected set of characteristics emerged in these clubs which provided the 

students with the meaning and motivation to join and stay in their environment club. 

These included a social atmosphere among peers, mentorship between adults and 



8hidents and between older and younger students, a fun yet demanding/engaging project, 

respect and appreciation h m  adults and school authorities, and a fiocially meaningful 

justification or purpose. The students frequently equated their environment club with 

other school clubs they were involved in, such as an art mural project to Liven up some 

'dead spacew within the school or yearbook or AIDS awareness. Environmental projects 

lend themselves to physical, outdoor work which can be a change of Pace for many 

students and thus more fun than some other clubs. In essence, these clubs have 

emulated, or attempt to emulate, the citizenship ideology and the service club mode1 of 

Little League, YMCA, or Boy Scouts, as described by Fine and Mechluig (1993), providing 

the combined opportuni@ for fun and social engagement, individual personal growth and 

development, and socially-beneficial justification and purpose. 

The interconnected nature of these various functions is revealed in the following 

set of field notes about a discussion 1 had with three girls, Mau, Saraswati, and Rebecca, 

in the environment club at Wychwood Tech. As they rihsed out bottles at the sink of the 

science lab, occasionally spraying each other with water and erupting in laughter, they 

demonstrated the social aspect of the club while tellmg me what they thought about the 

club. 

Manju says how the club is an opportwiity to really be "doing something" which 
few clubs do and which makes it more fun. Saraswati adds how it feels good to  be 
"helpful" and Manju says she feels being a part of the club is udoing somethmg to 
make our environment safer. There's a pride in that." Rebecca adds that teachers 
are always impressed when you say you are in the eco-club; it is seen as an 
important and meaningful social contribution. Saraswati suggests that by doing 
the gardening pmject, they are helping to 'make our school look nice £rom the 
outside." Rebecca and Saraswati stress how the garden is a mark they will leave 
behind; it wiil be here for their grandchildren to zee or when they return for their 
10 year reunion. Maqju really stresses how much fun the gardening is-how it is 
doing something you can eqjoy in and of itself. When 1 ask her to elaborate on her 
comment about other clubs, she says that it's not that other clubs dont 'do" 
anything, but they're not really getting out there, concretely doing things. The 
other girls disagree, pointing how they are involved in so many other clubs. Manju 
repeats how much fun she thinks it is. 

The girls link accomplishment and social bettement with fun, as well as with the positive 

reinforcement they receive h m  the* teachers and parents, and with school spirit and 

patriotism. While they clearly enjoy the physical aspect of gardening, it was really hard 

work and demanded a significant commitment of üme and energy h m  all of the-and 

there were complaints, sore muscles, and apologies to parents for being late. The "f?unw of 

gardening, which 1 will take up again in Chapter 9, was only a part of their motivation 



Environme~?tal activism is expli~tly stated as a service to community and school, in which 
they take pRde; in faet, their identiw as 'good" and &helpfut" students has caused them 

some peer hmmment, with the 'eco-clubn king referred to as the 'geeko-club." 

The support and appreciation they received from teachers and the school 

administration was evident and mentioned frequently. Some teachers and the school 

principal occasionally dropped by the garden and cornplimented the students on their 

work. The students fiequently cornplain about needmg more people out to help, but they 

acknowiedge that "the adults and teachers think the garden is a really good idea, but 

many of them just don't have the t h e  to put in to help." The frustration they felt due to 

disinterest on the part of their peers was offset by the encouragement they receive from 

the aduits: 

The girls al1 talk at once, joking about students tuning out when their 
announcements will be read over the PA. system for Earth Week. 
Ms. Shaw: 'A'Actually, a lot of the teachers, you know it doesn't seem to have a lot of 
impact on students, but you would be surprisecl how many teachers are supportive 
of what you do and they üke to hem these ideas and thmgs, 'cause even they don't 
know it ..." 

And the mentoring relationship that developed between these students and their two 

advisors was a crucial aspect of the experience for them, both in my observations and in 

theh own accounts: 'the nice thing about the club is that we can sit with teachers and 

laugh and make fun of other teachers, although Mi. White always threatens to get us in 

trouble." The friendly banter and teasing exchangecl between Mr. White and the students 

was such a natural and fundamental part of the experience that M o  of the girls offered to 

make him a tape of them teasing him as a good-bye present when he left the school. The 

following transcript of a club meeting at Wychwood Tech provides a good example of the 

friendly, j o h g  atmosphere created among the club and with the advison. They are 

discussing surveying the houses neighbouring the school to get people's opinions and 

support for their garden project. 

Gita: For the survey, dont we already have the questions written dom? 
Ms. Shaw: Yeah [laughs], 1 donPt know where it is. It could be one of those papers 
we recyclecl. 
Reb- So, what were the questions like? 'Do you mind. ..?' 
W. Shaw: No. More like, 'we're doing this and do you want to help?' 
Mr. White: Yeah and get what they think about it as well. 
Premala: So well go amund in pairs and ask... 
Mr. White: Well, do you want to do it that way or, 1 was thinking instead we could 
give it to them and say please return it to the main office. 
Premalâ NO, they won't do that. 



Saraswati: No, we'd have to go pick it up. 
Gita: See if they kidnap us, it's your fault [laughter], but if they don't return it, 
we'll never know how they feel. 
Mr. White: Wen, then they don% care enwgh and we don't care. 
Rebecca: OK. 
Gita: Theyll get a petition up and say they don't want it if you don't ask thsir 
permission. [Ms. Shaw is trying to c a i m  the discussion dom, with a look of "we are: 
wasting our time."] 

The students would talk back to the teachers, chastise them for being late or for 

forgetting to follow through on their promises, and bug them with questions about their 

personal lives. They always eqjoyed it when the teachers bugged them back, calling 
them by their peeraeated nicknames, or saying they will fail them in their classes next 

year. There were also more serious mentorship moments when the staff advisors would 

give directions or correct students' techniques in weedmg, plant identification, how to wind 

up a hose, and so on. 

The above trmcnpt  also reveals to a limited extent the social aspect of the club. 

While the teachers sometimes complained about this, Yyou know what we're lüre, we sit 

there and there's talking and chattering and it takes a long time to get an- concrete 

really done," many of the students had joined together as friends and clearly wanted and 

made the club tirne a social t h e .  1 found it difficult to turn the conversation even briefly 

around to environmental issues or the purpose of the club, or anythuig serious for that 

matter, and was wonied throughout my research that 1 did not have enough 'dataw h m  

this group. Similady, at Central Collegiate, the girls took the opportunities they had 

while working with their vermicomposters in the greenhouse or designing posters or 

wrîting announcement sheets, to discuss and ridicule thev teachers and cornplain about 

theîr classes, as well as talk about the prom, boys, smoking and drinking, and camping 

trips, usually waiting until their staff advisor was out of the mm. It appeared that this 

was a 'safe" time for younger students to reveal their ignorance and ask questions (1 got 

asked to explain the difference between alcohol poisoning and being drunk) and be 

ulitiated into female adolescent culture. A comaderie was developed between the advisor 

and a few of the students in this club ho, fkeely joking and chatting and sharing stories. 

Despite, or perhaps because of, this social atmosphere created by the students, 

everyone put in a lot of hard work over the three months 1 obsewed the clubs. Some of 

my field notes reflect this: 

Manday, April2ûth, Wychwood Tech 
... Mr. White retums with the shovel and we get to work taking up the sod. 1 don't 



notice when the 'documentary crew" h m  Manju's English class leave. It is hard 
work and only Mw'u is w d h g  to get her ha& dirty (1 was thuikuig ahead enough 
to bring gardening gloves). So W. White rus the machine, Saraswati cuts the 
lengths of aod with the shovel, Max@ and 1 roU the sod anci s b c k  it and Rebecca 
mostly sits on the grass and rests afkr brief periods of r c b g  sod. We c m  on, 
going through periods of chatting and jokmg and periods of silence when everyone 
is tired and working hard. I end up doing a lot of the canying and staclang of sod 
as 1 am a little stmnger than the girls (two of them are only in grade IO), but 1 
know I'm going ta feel sore tomorrow. ARer a while at this work, Rebecca says to 
me 'PU bet this isn't what you thought you would be doing." ... 1 am the nrst ta leave 
at 5:45 pm, while the rest plan to continue und 6 pm. me started at 2:45]. 

Monday, April27th, Wychwood Tech 
Mr. White is giving them instructions for the work that needs to be done in the 
g d e n  over the next few weeks. Two and a half tonnes of sand will arrive on 
Thursday and he needs them to come immediately aRer school to help move it as 
the dump truck may end up leaving it on the sidewaIk. The schedule is fairly 
intense: Thursday and next Monday after school they wi l l  be digging the sand into 
the soi1 as the ûrst set of plants will be amving a week Wednesday. Then they dl 
need to be out there that Wednesday to plant or the plants will not survive. The 
girls are quite comrnitted and ask about whether they should work on the weekend 
as well. 

The garden project was not the only project which required manual labour. Recycling 
was described by many as work" and "disgusting" and even "hazardous" by one 

teacher, and involved collecting bins of paper and cans, sorthg out the garbage fkom the 

recyelables, and transporting it to the disposal area of the school. Central Collegiate was 

involved in vermicomposting paper towels fkom one of the girls' washrooms which 
involved messy and regular feedmg schedules where the girls would rip up the towels 

then nui them through the blender with water before mixing them into the soil for the 

worms. Also their trial cafeteria composting project required daily removal of the 

compost collection bin to the outside compostms. In the past, several of the clubs had 

aiso been involved in waste audits, which are particularly smelly and dirty tasks. They 

took great pride in their willingness to do this "dirty work" as if their sweat was evidence 

of their cornmitment and service. 

Fun and hard work often went together for the students in these clubs. For 

example, the girls at Central Collegiate pronounced the physical work of gardening the 

fun part of the club experience: 

%nd I joined because I wanted to play in the dirt naughterl. And that's what we 
did. Well, yeah, it was so fun because we used to hang out and just play in the dirt. 
And sort seeds and do like that. And then Sandy joined too, so 1 guess that 
was, Sandy's my best friend, so we got to play in the dirt together which is even 



more h." 

Similarly, the eco-club at Wychwood Tech agreed that me of the most hn days they had 

out in the garden was the time they pulled a municipal "No Dogs" sign out of the ground. 

Weighed down with about 4 feet of solid cement, this proved to be their most ditficult task 

and they all stayed late one afternoon to get it out. It was a busy day, with the 10 

members of the club scattered around the garden at a variety of tasks, some digging out 

the wetland area, some watering and re-rolling the sod, some weeding the already- 

planted garden, and two digging out the 'No Dogsw sign. By 4 pm, most everyone was 

finished their chores except the girls digging out the sign. They still could not budge it 

even though they had dug out a large and deep hole d around it. Gradually, everyone 

came over to help and give it a try, pulling on it, hanging on it-all to no avail. Swept up 

in the spirit of the challenge, the whole group attacked the hole with new energy, digging 

it deeper and larger. When Mr. White returned from leaving a message at the main office, 

he found us having such fun that he chose not to call it a day. Rebecca, talang a break on 

the grass, calls out 'Sir, I think they are having too much h." And then begins a running 

commentary on the process: uwhere's the video camera? This is entertainment, never- 

seen-before, one-of-a-kind, not-b-miss entertainment." To me she says, "this is the most 

fun we've had." Cheers rise up as the sign is dislodged and even Rebecca joins in to try to 

pull it out. Tired, sweaty and sore, we persevere until we are able to lever it up out of the 

hole and roll it over to the side. As we returned to the school to drop off all the 

equipment, everyone was q d t ~  spirited and happy, satisfied, going over as a group, not in 

clusters of friends as they came. 

Despite the teachers' emphasis on environmental awareness and self and social 

empowerment, and the students' emphasis on social interaction and fun, there is a 

notable consistency between the teachers' perspectives and the students' experiences of 

the club. The students too had a commitment to community service and improvement and 

were quite keen on making environmental issues their m a d e ,  offen getting literally 

upset when people used paper on only one side or when teachers refused to use their 

recycling bin And indeed I think these clubs were 'succesafidw implementations of the 

teachers' goals. I think these sessions contributed to helping the students express 

themselves with ease; develop conf?dence in their physical as well as verbal and academic 

abilities and in their values and commitments; learn to remain open to making and 
admitting mistakes; and increase their comfort level with adults and authority figures. 



The student-centred approach, the social, fun atmosphere, and the adult mentorship 

together created a cohesive and supportive setting for students to explore their abilities 

and identities. The socially-meaningfid justification, the hard work involved, and the 

respect and appreciation the groups received fkom adults and sdhool mthorities afnrmed 

their sense of social responsibility and encouraged them to maintam an ethical approach 

to their personal and community lives. 

The club at Riverside never achieved this atmosphere of collegiality. It never 

generated a group of committed students who met regularly; nor was it able to 

successfdly implement any environmental projects. For nine years, Mr. Graham had 

attempted to get an active environment club going at Riverside and each year i t  seemed to 

fail. And yet the students expreseed the same 'community servicew purpose shared by the 

students at other schools and the* ddl' advisor defined his vision for the club in the same 

liberal-humanist, experiential education tems as the other teachers. The students and 

Mr. Graham alike felt that if they could just get a project going the club would be 

successful. They tried to do recycling and re-using and Earth Day announcements just 

like all the other clubs did but the result was continual frustration: 

CL: You said you did a vegetable garden at one point in time ... 
Mr. Graham: Uh-huh. 
CL: How did that happen? 
Mr. Graham: Well, again, it was a couple of teachers who basically dug a vegetable 
garden and tmk a few kids from smaller classes outside to help them dig it. 
CL: Yeah. 
Mr. Graham: NOW, unfortunately, vegetables grow over the summer and so we 
didn't see the fruits of our labours, so to speak. And, when we came back in 
September, it was largely grown over already. 
CL: Yeah. 
Mr. Graham: 1 dont know if the neighbours partook of it or not. Now this year a 
couple of kids have suggested to me, we build this vegetable garden and we go and 
tell neighbours about it in the neighbourhood ao that they c m  corne and use the 
veggies. Now, again, reaüstically, if you've ever had a garden, you know someone's 
got to weed i t  Someone's got to pick the, uh, nuit so it doesn't rot, somebody has to 
water it, uh, between the two of us, I ain't gonna do it. Who is? So, should we go 
through the motion of ha- a veggie garden or not? I'm going to leave it up to 
Students' Council when we talk at the beginning of June. And if they want to, why 
not? Again, reaüstically speakmg, d this really give the kids a taste of the sense 
of a m m p b e n t ,  and how nice it is to get your hands in the ground and, and how 
nice it is to have the veggies k s h  every day? No flaughl. So, is there any sense to 
it? 1 don% know. 
CL: Um-hum. 



Mr. Graham: And keep in rnind, this is the end of whatever it is, May now and 
they're bumed out, rm burned out, we're all burned out. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Mr. Graham: Um, so 1 really am at a loss. 1 don't know how to get these kids 
enthused and excited and interested. [emphasis in voice] 

The students thernselves usually went dong with any suggestion Mr. Graham proposed, 

but when 1 really pushed them to name their goals for the club, they showed they had 

pretty much given up on accomplishing anythuig and suggested we aim to attract students 

to sign up for the following year, so the club might get off to a better start next time. 

When 1 approached Mr. Graham about doing research with the club at Riverside, 

he was very up front about this situation and 1 agreed to try to help him get something 

going in return for calhg the students together to talk to me. 1 met with them on four 

occasions to see if we could overcome their difnculties and we talked about doing a school 

audit, going on field trips, preparing information posters, planting trees, reducing 

packaging and waate in the cafeteria, setting up re-use boxes for cornputer paper, and 

encouraging staff and students to walk and bike to school. But soon 1 experienced the 

same hstration as Mr. Graham. From meeting to meeting the ideas seemed to be Iost, 

the initiative was not pursued and 1 could never really determine what was the cause of it 

all. Mr. Graham alternated between blaming himself and blaming the students, but 

neither answer was quite right. It might have k e n  nothing more than too few students, 

too many overcornmitted students, or inadequate knowledge of environmental issues on 

the part of both the students and their staff advisor. But as 1 spent hours trying to corne 

up with new ideas and figure out what was going on, more and more I became concerned 

with the approach itself. 1 found myself caught up in trying to make the club work on 

their terms, by finding some easy project with "results," although 1 did not even consider 

many of these "resultsw to be valuable, effective, or socially-critical environmental 

projects. What then was the point to al1 this activity? 

I think the seemingly neutral elements of the liberal service club mode1 point to a 

few mechanisrns that serve to implicitly (and unintentionally) depoliticize the 

environmental activisrn of school clubs. First, while engaghg in hands-on projects is 

certainly ?funm and gives a "sense of accomplishment," unless actively politicized, concrete 

activities tend to transpose the f o c u  of activism from political actors ont0 biophysical 

change. Similady, activities solely focussed in on the school block out the causes of 

environmental degradation and restnct potential solutions to attitude change and 



supeficial physical improvements such as tuniing off lights or provision of recycling or 

composting bins. 1 dl save my analysis of the environmental implications of these club 

projects to Chapter 8, but clearly these practices do little to change production and 

consumption patterns, which are the points at which resource and energy conservation 

and waste reduction must begin. Even within the schooi, without a voice at the Board of 

Education or achool administration where purchasing decisions and funding allotments 

are  made, powerless students are even less able to actually make change. Moreover, all 

white, middle class professionals, four of the five teachers had no experience in activism 

(one was a Branch President of the union for many years) or community organizing, 

luniting the extent to which they could legitimately offer much guidance or serve as mie 

models for helping students becorne %ore activist" in nature. So what we have is the 

promotion of a false sense of empowerment led by a paternalistic belief that if students 

feel and beüeve what they are doing is helping soaety, then they will be responsible and 

active democratic eitizens when they are adults. 

Conclusions 

The path to moulduig the eeo-citizen, as outlined by the überal-humanist teachers 

in the four clubs and as dictated by most environmental education literature (see Greig, 

Pike, and Selby 1987; Smith 1998; van Matre 1972), follows the philosophy of child- 

centred, experiential citizenship education where students are taken out of the classroom, 

given oppominities to experience the satisfaction of planning and carrying out theû own 

senrice project, and helped to develop leadership skills and humanist values in the 

process. For the few students who joined the clubs, they got to eqjoy the disruption the 

club setting offen to the monotony of schooling: the club experience added fun, social 

time with fkiends, and meaningful work to their days, and made school a pleasant and 

rewarduig place to be. Along with these personal and social benefits, these clubs and 

their individual rnembers did indeed recycle and compost and reduce theh impact on the 

environment in many other ways as the Cahodion Geogmphic article announced. And, 

for the most part, the clubs were successful within the bounds of their liberal-humanist 

goals. 

But before proclaimiog them good eco-citizens, 1 a& where are the issues? Where 

are the complexities and ambiguities and challenges and passion usually unavoidable in 

any environmental issue, much less a broad embrace of environmentalism? What has 



been sadicod in this effort to guarantee students experience tangible, "ernpowering" 

results in reward for a few hours a week work? In successive chaptem, I nü1 deconstnict 

each of the assumptions of this good citizerihip approach: suggesting that relations ûf 

power and authority undergird the 'mentoringw facade; that club membership is 

contingent on conformity to the culture of the school; that the ideology of *empowermentw 

contributes ta the reproduction of social hierarchies and stereotypes; that these projects 

do more to deflect and suppress envimnmental criticism than to "make a difference;" and 

that environmental values and perspectives are not simply inculcated through positive 

nature and community service experiences, but are shaped by culture, class, and gender 
identities and relations. 



VI Over-Achievers and the Construction of Student Apathy 

In this chapter, I draw on the critical literatures of youth subcultures and schûol 

culture to consider the role of the club in constructing 'good" versus udeviant" students 

and its relation to the formation of identity and institutional roies in the corporate 

hierarchy of student Me. Student apathy featured prominently in students' and teacherd 

discourses as the most significant challenge they faced in greening their schoola, 

supplanting political agents as the target of their environmental activism. They revealed 

a division exists between the "good kids" who participated in clubs and the Others, ranghg 

from the apathetic masses in the Collegiates ta the class skippers and dropouta in the 

Technical schools. Attnbuted either t~ some natural 'don't care' adolescent attitude or to 

broken families and parental neglect, student apathy is psychologized into personal 

failure while the do-good elite are rewarded in school culture as the over-achieven, 

leaving schwl with bright futures and social success. Following McLaren's (1989) and 

Lewis' (1993) attention to the political resistance embodied in silence, 1 ask how apathy 

may instead be read both as an indictment of the school for its failure to meet the needs of 

students and as resistance to its noms, albeit in an ultimately self-defeating way. In the 

next chapter, I consider the reverse situation: one club which did assume more of an 

actiMst format and the resulting conflict and contradictions which SUTfaced when students 

sought to gain the autonomy and access to authority which the liberal discourse of school 

clubs promises. 

V p  against the WaU of Apathy: Raising Awareness, Recruiting Bodies 

Many of the environment clubs' actions were awareness-raising efforts directed at 

their peers: Earth Day announcements, bulletin boards, surveys and classroom 

challenges, assemblies, posters, selling T-shirts and buttons, showing videos, and staff 

meeting and classroom visits. The purpose of all this awareness-raishg was as much to 
r e d t  students to the club as to educate them about environmentd issues. Ms. Shaw 

explained that the garden project at Wychwood Tech was invented to a large extent to 

attract more students: 

"And 1 think, I dont know, the potential for the club is great, there are so many 
things you could do [such as] build stuff, and that's probably our biggest problem. 
I don't feel we have enough bodies to make a lot of things. ... we don't get a lot of 
new members, which is tough. ... 1 don't know, if we did get into doing something 
that looked neat and cool, rm sure we'd get more people. 1 think we need to be 



more visible and that requires a lot more effort than what 1 think either [Mr. 
White] o r  1 could give at the moment. 1 think the garden is part of it. We were 
r e d y  hop- that we could get lots more people interested in coming out just to 
plant the Mt and ta look at it, that sort of thmg..." 

A discussion with the students at Central Collegiate illustrates they too were looking for 

more creative projecb which would attract more attention: 

Sally: And 1 think the old club was more into awareness and just education and this 
year, we're, this club is.. . 
Theresa: 1s more into action. 
S d y  Yeah. 
Viviam Yeah, we're trying ta do some bigger projects. 
CL: Why is that? Why the shift? 
Theresa: It changed, Sandy.. . 
Vivian: Sandy. Yeah, Sandy did it. 
Theresâ Yeah, Sandy changeci it last year. 
Sdy: 1 don't know how much people were listening. 
[dent pause] .. . 
Theresa: Yeah, we've been trying to get this composting programme going. We 
think this is a step in the right direction to naturaliPng the school. And 1 guess 
that's the main goal of the club, for now, is naturalinng the school. The idea of the 
roof-top garden, that was the same thing. 
Wendy: 1 think that will be good when it gets going. 1 think it will educate a lot 
more people. 

The Riverside group in fact defined their main goal ta be attracting more memben and we 

came up against this problem every time we met: 

CL: What do you think the next step shouid be? 
Vinod: First, more people should join the club. 
Jing-wen: I was wondering if anyone wants to participate, üke get involved, 1 
would do it myself, but we need more than like three people. It's not enough for a 
club. 
Vinod: Yeah. 

While small membership prevented the Riverside club fkom ever getting off the ground, 
none of the clubs drew in large numbers of students and all settled into a steady size of 

five to ten students. 
This focus on recmitment led teachers and &dents alike to h t r a t e d  discussions 

about the apathy of their peers. ûver and over again the phrase %ey just dont care" was 

mentioned during my interviews and discussions. The girls at Central Collegiate offered 

me tbis somewhat humorous story about student cornmitment to recyciing to demonstrate 

their hstration: 

Theresa: Therets one blue bin in the cafeteria and there used to be one on the first 
fioor, but all of a sudden it's disappeared. But people ... are total matures of habit, 



me and Sandy went by it just like la& week, and the bin was gone fkom the corner. 
Vivian: But there was a pile of cans. .. 
Sally: Yeah! 
Theresa: . . .of c m !  
Sally: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
Theresa: People are Like, 'it used ta be here, Ill just try ta reryele i t  into the wall.' 
[Everyone is laughing hard.] 
Sally: 1 mean, that's a really positive effort, 1 think. [laughter] 
Theresa: 1 think it's a pretty lame effort. [laughter]. 
Wendy: At least they're .. aware. 

In addition, the biggest cornplaint and question raised by students attending three high 

school environmental conferences I observed was how to motivate their peers. The 

problem faced was not la& of interest or cornmitment to environmental issues, as several 

students and teachers acknowledged there were other students in the school interested in 

envhonmentalism--and indeed the 50-odd students which originally signed up for the 

environment clubs in some of the schools attests to this-but rather student apathy. &A 

great frustration of mine is how to get students involved in these issues at this school. 

Now specifically how to get students involved in anything at this school ie a mqjor concern 

of mine," Mr. Graham reported. Student apathy was named as the most serious 

impedunent to greening their schools. 

The problem of apathy goes beyond these particular clubs to ail clubs and school 

activities, to schoolwork generally, and to attending classes and dropping out of school. 

Teachers and students provided me with mountaim of cornplaints and examples of 

student disengagement h m  school. The two Technical schools faced serious problems of 

attendance, vandalism, and drop-outs. Sarasw ati and Rebecca described the typical 

pattern at Wychwood Tech for me one day as we waited for Mr. Wbite at the garden: 

They explain only a core group of 4 or 5 students would go to class every day, so 
usually there were only a total of 10 or  12 out of 30 students on any given day 
halfway through or near the end of term. I ask if it is common for students to skip 
claas and they Say yes. Apparently, the shidents gather outside smokmg and the 
teachers try to get them inside, but it never works. Students aren't allowed ta 
smoke on school property, so teachers tell them t o  stop or go away, but five 
minutes later the students will be back. 

Both Ms. Shaw and Mr. White confirmeci this story and offered many more examples in 

voices of W a t i o n :  

We go on to talk about Mr. White's field trip to [a nearby city park] with his science 
class. They do limnoiogy and water smpiing in the creek ..+ Mr. White then says 
that the problem was that no students showed up. 1 am surprise& He explains 
that two students showed up and then another three met them at the park, but he 



had to send them back because the s c h d  didn't have their health card numbers. 
The school needs them handy in case anything happens. Then t!!hey tnok und the 
afternoon to return to the park by which time it was too late. When ! ask if 
attendance is a serious pmblem, he bMgs up his business class from the year 
before: 
W. White: F i ~ e  who would tame regularly. The othen would be here but they 
would be in the halls or outside smokuig. 
Saraswati: Some days they would stand right below our classroom window and 
sometimes he would shout d o m  at thern [she laughs]. 
Mr. White: Well, theyll h d  it's not funny when they get a zero on this whole 
project for skipping. Theyll learn once they hit the adult world. 

Ms Shaw shared similar frustrations during our inte~ew: 

Ms. Shaw: Again, because the types of students we have also are tough, it's tough 
to get ki& that corne every day.. . 
CL: Why, because.. . 
Ma. Shaw: Well, [inaudible] excuses [said very quickly-the tone of voice shows a 
lot of frustration]. Um, well, lots of reasons [laugh]. ... it's such a big school that it's 
hard to, um, ... it's hard to keep track of attendance, with these ki& and, uh, with 
over 2,000 kids it can be two or three days before someone realizes that you know 
this kid has been skipping cless or whatever. And it's [hard] to track them down 
and to deal with it, so, [sigh], the& ways to get around the system. 

Mr. Graham took me on a tour of Riverside Tech to point out where students were 

lounging in hdways skipping class, yelling in Front of open doors, where a staircase 

permanently smelled of urine, where the students would go to smoke dope, and so forth. 

I had a taste of their vandalism problem when 1 asked for directions to the washroom one 

day while waiting for Mr. Graham to meet me: 

I ask if there is a washroom nearby and he gives me directions and then a key. I 
find the door and it tums out to be a pretty rough-looking former boys washroom, 
with urinals dong one wd. The sta l l  doors are a grungy blue, scraped with 
gratnti and the whole thing is ultra-uülitarian, with no un-necessary fktures. I 
dont even think there is a mirror, much less soap or paper towels. When 1 return 
the key, I ask why it is locked. T o  keep it as a staff washroom? ' 1 start. He says 
yes and that the kids would "rip the towel bars off and otherwise vandalise it, if it 
was lefi open. This makes me wonder: i mean, obviously there must be unlocked 
student washrooms somewhere in the school. What are they like? 

These teachers felt this was to be erpected in a Tech school. Their references ta Basic and 

General level students indicated they felt these students lacked any interest and 

motivation to being in class and teaching in the Collegiates would be substantially 

different: 

Mr. White: Ifs not like in the Collegiates. 
CL: Oh is there much difference? 
Mr. White: Actually, let me quaüfy that, I've never taught anywhere else, so 1 can't 



Say from personal experience, but h m  talking with other teachers who have, they 
Say there's a big Merence. The students go to class and actudy nant to l e m .  
Not everyone hem is like that thoÿgh. These girls are good. There's ri select group 
that goes to classes and is involveci. 

Mr. Robinson at Devonshire Collegiate, however, described a similar divide between the 
select, active group and the rest 

Mr. Robinson: ...y0 u have four or five kids in a class of twenty who are really keen 
and want to know and you end up teachmg to them. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Mr. Robinson: But the others just don't do the work. ... You know, they only work to 
a certain point and then they dont make the effort mymore. 
CL: [Sol you're not working with the assumption that everyone wants to be there 
and learn the stuff! 
Mr. Robinson: Yeah. And that gets htrating at times. 

Whiie teachers in the Collegiates also worried about vandalism-often their first thoughts 
when the students proposed composters and gardens-they did not face the same type or 

degree of problems felt in the Technical schools. 

Apathy rather than rebellion characterized the difficulties of the Collegiates. 

Whereas students at Wychwood and Riverside would actively leave classes, damage school 

property, t a k  back to teachers, and drop out of school, "tuning outw posed the greatest 

challenge for staff and students at Devonshire and Central. 'For example," Andrea 

explained, 'no one came out to support the green ribbon campaign in the f d .  Everyone 

was tallung about Bill 160, but when they made announcements about going outside to tie 

up ribbons, no one went." Dana commente& 

"Overall, like, the club, 1 mean 1 know some of clubs there's, like, less than ten 
people because a lot of students, they just either they're too lazy to corne or they 
just, you know, think it's only high school, five years, you know, Ill be gone, 1 
won't, you know, 1 won't see these people ever again. So, you know clubs aren't 
that important to thern." 

Beth concurred: 
Y 'I itk like the whole school atmosphere ... like, 1 don't know anything, so 1 
don't care about the school. 1 think that's how a lot of people felt about it. So they 
don't care, so they trash it up, it's not my home, you know, so that's why our 
school's kind of, like, that's why 1 think teachers want us to, you kmw, dean up 
the school. . . .right now they just don't care." 

Mr. Robinson at Devonshire related his experiences with bis environmental studies dass: 

'...we do a home survey where they monitor water use, amount of garbage, what 
goes into the blue box, what goes into the grey box and they're always surprised at 
how much water they use and 1 say, 'well, if you want to save money you can do 



this and this and this' but then it sort of dies, you know. 'How many of you actually 
did this?' Well, 1 thought about it, but.. ." 

He concluded, %nd that gets fkustrating." Students go through the motions of attendmg 

class and doing minimal amounta of homework, but generally tune üùt u n d  the day is 

over and they can leave. 

Empathy, Excuses and Liberal Frustmtion 

Cding attention to student apathy is certainly no news to educators, students, or 

indeed anyone who has ever spent any time in a school. While there was some 

recognition that material concerns, such as in-home or waged work aRer school, might 

prevent students from being more involved in clubs, more often it is students, or their 

family backgrounds, who were blamed for their lagging school spirit. One common 

acnisation was that teenagers are 'naturally'' self-centred and self-absorbeci and these 

remarkable exceptions who participate in clubs and community service were pegged as 

CL: So, why do you think the giRed students.. .[predominate in the club]? 
Ms. Shaw: I dont know, 1 redy dont 1 think some of it, uh, they're the kids that do 
everything, you know, üke they're the same kids who are running the yearbook 
and are ninning student council and are, you know, those types of kids. They can 
handle the workload, plus they're outgoing, most, not all of them, but some of 
them are. And, they've got the support h m  home to get involved and do things. 
They're busy people, they can do the t h e  management and that sort of thmg. 
[emphasis added.] 

Whereas 'the kids we have in the club are ... very eager and they're keen and thefl do 

anything," most adolescents just "don't care:" 

Beth: '1 think the school, 1 guess, it seemed like aRer elementary school, they dont 
care about the environment anymore. ...it seems like high school is a change, 
where you change fimm being, you know, kind of envimnmentally-fkiendly a bit to 
Ne,  you know, 'you know, it doesnJt matter, Pm a teenager, it won? affect me.' But, 
if, 1 think., if possible, we should work on that to think, to let them know that it 
cornes back to you." [emphasis added] 

Ms. Shaw: '... it's r e d y  hard to explain garbage to somebody who lives in an 
aparhnent building and sen& it down the chute and .. who cares. And 1 think 
that's what we have to do, we have to relate things to the kids, so that they Say 
'hey, that has an impact on me!'And, dortunately, it takes time to do that. ..-And 
there's no real personal reward for it or  anythîng and a lot of these ki&, because 
they're at t h t  self-centred teenage stage, you've got to sort of reach them that way." 
[emphaais added] 



Dana: 'High school, it's more about, 1 guess, where you fit in. Eueryone is more 
absorbed within themelues. It's like school, your image, or, you know, something 
like that, and your future, 1 guess.' [emphasis added] 

By psychologizing student apathy as a natural state of adolescents, yet attributing success 

to individual traits of intelligence, hard work, and moral comniitment, this discourse 

absolves the school itself of any mle in producing apathy and rebellion and reinforces the 

notion that the school is a meritocracy with the most capable students f i h g  leadership 

roles. 

The situation can also be read as a polarization between %ose types of kidsn who 

adhere to the norms of the school and those who reject those norms. Most of the students 

in the environment clubs were academicachievers and imiversity-bound and were active 

in a number of school activities and clubs, such as band, mural projects, sports teams, 

math clubs, and yearbook. They were the ujocksw in Eckert's (1989) theoretical 

framework, committed to the school through good attendance, academic achievement, and 

extra-CUlTicular involvement, and identified as such by their teachers: 

Mr. Robinson: uHere you tend to find if kids are involved in one club they're 
involved in many clubs and activities. [At] lunch-tirne, you rarely see them in the 
cafeteria naugh], they're a l l  at their meetings." 

Mr. White: These &la are good There's a select group that goes to classes and is 
involved." 

Viceprincipal, Wychwood Tech. W e  need more giRed students to make it a more 
comprehensive school. ... these types of kids offer a lot in terms of leadership. 

Mr. Albion: Those kids yesterday [plmting trees] were pretty much into what they 
were doing. They weren't taking a day off just to get out of the school for a day. In 
fact a lot of them were b m  my level 6 Science class and 1 dont think Pve ever 
seen them stay away." 

Mr. Graham: '...the only kide 1 get out to the environment club are kids who are 
deeply embroiled in every thing else happening in the school. ... they can spend ten 
minutes and then they're off to their next meeting." 

Involvement in the environment club was part of a culture of involvement in school 

activities and adherence to schwl n o m  generally. 

When considering the students on the opposite side of the scale, most of the 

teachers in the Technical schools fell back onto a liberal discourse of empathy for 

students coming h m  "broken homes." 

CL: What do you think the reasons for [low attendance] are? 



Mr. White: Socio-economic background. Parents. The parents don't really case if 
their kids are in school. You know, the most parents I've ever had for parent- 
teacher night is six and that's out of three full classes. And of course the ones who 
come are the parents of my students that are doing well, not the mes I need to talk 
to. 
... Mr. White looks at the dock and it is three o'dock, so he says he's gohg dom to 
his other office to cal1 about the sand delivery we are waiting for. NatWe and 
Saramati are now standing at the sink, playing with the tap. 
CL: So what do you think about the attendance issue? Why dont the other 
students come? 
Saraswati: Some students just don't care, they hang mund outside. 
CL: Do you think it is the students? 
[pause] 
CL: Their parents? 
Saraswati: Students. Well, both. 
Natalie: Many come from broken homes. 

Ms. Shaw provided the same answer during OUT i n t e ~ e w  when 1 asked about the 

attendance problem: 

'. ..la& of parental involvement, especially with our general level kids. Um, you 
cd the parents to say the kids not there and they go 'oh, 1 know.' And they don't 
want, they dont see it as a priority for students to be in class." 

Mr. Graham, too, at Riverside, noted how "these kids are so hurt and so angry" and 

explains that he realizes k a n y  of these people have other concerns. You know, the 

environmental issues, even the spiritual attainment is very very far from their list of 

needs." He is a cornrnitted and caring teacher, trying his best to offer these students help, 

while knowing his limitations. 'Vire we going to reach most of the kids? No. But if we can 

reach some of the kids, 1 think it's valuable: he offered: 

'...when you approach them with an open hand and they respond with a 'FUCK 
YOU' [he yells it], it's really tough sometîmes to keep that hand open and the arms 
extended. . ..Ultimately, if the* not interested in what 1 have to give them, there's 
nothing 1 c m  give. Can 1 convince them that what 1 have to give is valuable? Uh, 
no. The reality is no. 1 can give them the message and hopefully they will corne to 
the reaüzation that what I'm saying is m e .  If they don't, there's nothing 1 can do. 
... There are ways of connecting. In my humble opinion again, I see it very 
simplistically. Love is something that touches these kids and sometimes I'm 
capable of it, o b n  I'rn not, often my ego and frustrations and angers get in the 
way. 1 h d  they can be reached that way-" 

This approach may be compassionate, but it is dtimately frvstrating, as  these teachers 
themselves readily conceded. Mr. Graham did not fail to mention %uni-outn on any 

occasion we spoke or met. 

Critical pedegogue Peter McLaren (1989) labels this discourse abberal pity" and 



argues it perpetuates institutional and social oppression through its 'cultural deficitw 

mode1 of pedagogy (232). 1 WU quote fimm his book at le@ to demonstrate how, in a 

self-critical reflection on his own early teaching practices, he concws with the values of 

compassion and equal opprtunity espouseci by liberal-humanism yet insists that without 

a critical analysis it can but fail to empower students: 

Throughout my days in the classroom, 1 had unknowingly ascribd to the 
pedagogical mainstay of many liberal teachers: 1 felt sympathy and 
compassion for my students while employing a pedagogy geared to 
'compensate' for the deficiencies of society's young victims. Because mine 
was the 'stronger and superior dtwe, '  I felt 1 could penetrate and give 
shape, meaning, and hope to the mystery of the deprived. My pedagogy was 
bourgeoisie popuüsm spiced with a iiberal dose of humanism; it rendered 
me ineffective in educating community members about how power relations 
in Soaety work.. . (232) 

... the most that 1 could accompliah was a liberal version of moral outrage at 
the injustices of the system, followed by a sympathetic embrace or 
massuring pat on the shoulder that told the students 1 identifleci with thei. 
plight. Let me stress that the pedagogical position I am advocating does not 
prohibit students or teachers fkom acquing a sense of outrage, or students 
and teachers from developing a sympathetic, affectionate, conf5dence- 
building relationship with each other; rather it emphasizes that such 
sentiments and relationships need to be pursued within a pedagogical 
context in which the issue of self and social transformation is taken 
seriowly . (234-235, emphasis in original) 

The Liberal discourse acknowledges the diffidties students h m  poor, working class, and 

racial or ethnic minority backgrounds face in Canadian schools, but locates their 

mbjectivities in some vague, un-named cloak of 'social disadvantage." But this 

construction of Clifference as deviance from the middle class nom-whether through 

liberal sympathizing or consemative moralking-only reinforces clasa and racial social 

hierarchies. As McLaren (1989) concludes: 

We need to ask what injustices may be perpetuated in the name of liberal 
pedagogy. The abüity to artidate and change the rad relationships of 
power and privilege was not part of my pedagogical repertoire; 
consequently, such relationships remained camouflaged in my language of 
moral outrage. (232) 

Perhaps even more insidious is the silence maintained by the liberal discourse on 

relations of power and privilege and the projection of the school as neutral in the 

construction and reproduction of social inequalities. Both ensure neither teachers nor 

atudents who embrace school noms act to change these relations within the school and 



within society: subordinate cultures are forgiven their "lackings* and 'faults" as poverty 

and racial inequaiiiy are simultaneously normalized and mystified, accepted as 'facts of 

Me" which are as pitiable and unfortunate as they are unchangeable. 

Schooling, Resistunce and Cntical Pedagogy 

McLaren (1989) constructs a critical pedagogy by engaging with the experiences, 

knowledges and voices through which the students themselves make meaning of their 

lives. By considering the students as active agents rather than juat helpless victims of 

circumstance or  lazy adolescents, critical pedagogy üstens for the oppositional voices the 

secallad "Bum-outsn express through their behaviour, style, language, and knowledge. 

McLaren (1989) draws on the work of psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan to argue that 

'ignorance is not a passive state but rather an active excluding kom consciousness:" a 

refusal to allow--or acknowledge--our subjectivities to be constructed out of the 

information and social practices that surround us (189). As McLaren (1989) notes, 

'students reject the culture of classroom learning because, for the most part, it is 

delibidinized (eros-denying) and is infused with a cultural capital to which subordinate 

groups have little legitimate access" (188). The degree of social control exercised in 

schools and classrooms, the routinized, disembodied, and value-less work to which youth 

are subjected, and the cumulative overt and covert discouragement meted out to students 

not fkom white, middle class culturalkacial backgrounds represent the veritable 

colonization of students' He-worlds-an act of symbolic violence to which many youth are 

not prepared to yield. As McLaren (1989) asks, 

What is the range of identities available within a system of education 
designed to produce, regulate, and distribute character, govern gesture, 
dictate values, and police desire? To what extent does adherence to the 
norms of the school mean that -dents will have to give up the digniw and 
status maintainecl through psychosocial adaptations to Me on the street? To 
what extent does cornpliance with the rituals and norms or school mean 
that students have to forfeit thek identities as members of an ethnic group? 
(188) 

Indicati0118 that these indeed were the dilemmas faced by the students at the four schools 

abounded. The prevalence of ethnically-based social groups and even ethnic/racial clubs 

in the schools hints at the struggle students faQd between maintaining thev ethnidraaal 
identities and adapting to school He. The de-libidînized nature of classroom learning was 

frequently bemoaned even by students in the clubs; indeed, part of the attraction of clubs 



and manual work like garde- is the bodily and social pleasue they offer 

The assertion of ethnidracial identity played a prominent role within the schools. 

In severai schoois, students and teachers noted how social gmups were ethnic~y-based 

and all four of the achools had ethnic/racial clubs such as the Vietnamese Club, Black 

Youth Club and Italian-Canadian Club. Mi. Graham conceded that the only clubs which 
were successful at Riverside Tech were the ethnic clubs: 

"...aside h m  that, 1 would suggest that most of our clubs, certainly since Pve been 
hem for nine or ten years, have folded and fallen by the wayside. Because at a 
certain point, sta£fjust gets very frystrated." 

Interestingly, each of the three successful environment clubs was close to being 

ethnicaüy and culturally homogenous within heterogenous schools: most of the students 

in the Wychwood Club were Sri Lankan; most of the students in the Devonshire Club 

were Chinese-Canadian; and aU of the students at the Central Club were white, Anglo- 

Canadian. Teachers' narratives reveal this is more than some happy pluralism ernerging 

in the schools. They expressed confusion and frustration with how culturaVracial 

diversity seemed to dismpt and subvert conventiond notions of school spirit, school 

achievement and school noms, and how unequipped they were to deal with diversity. 

Mr. Graham: We, by and large, our staff cornes from a middle class, upper middle 
class background, our clientele does not. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Mr. Graham: It's üke we speak a different language. You know, 111 give you an 
extreme, when 1 told a boy to take a book home on Friday because he was 
reading.. . 
CL: Uh-huh. 
Mr. Graham: . ..and interested. 
CL: Yeah, 
Mr. Graham: His response was, 'my father'll c d  me a faggot if I take a book home.' 
What do you do with that? 1 don't know. You h o w ,  obviously I know that we can 
do what we can do and we give messages and hope that one day these messages 
sink in. 
CL: Yeah 
Mï. Graham: What do you do, though? Took the subway to school the other day, 
three kids are standing on a subway platform. They're nonchalantly spitting, you 
know, like fie imitates the noise and action], like Lorking on the platform. But not 
doing it looking around to see if [imitates looking to see if anyone is seeingmiding 
the behaviour], you know. No, thatts what you do. It's acceptable social behaviow. 
Go into the subway station itseif and kids aren't just leaning on this kiosk, their 
rnuddy feet are - that day it was raining a lot - their muddy feet are a l l  over the 
glass, they're talking in very loud voices with all sorts of 'fuck' and 'shit'. This is 
acceptable social behaviour. 

Conventional codes of academic achievement and social behaviour were clearly being 



rejected by students h m  the subordinate class and cultwaVracial backgrounds. But the 

teachers, while empathetic, had no way of expressing thek hterpretationa of these 

actions except as tranapessions of 'Canadian" social noms. Similady, the practice of 

ethnically-based social groups was inimpreted by teachers as undenmining sdiool loyalty 

and spirit. 

Ms. Shaw: '1 grew up in a very typical Canadian culture, not a big melting pot, um, 
you had the different groups and stuff, kids that hung out, but here we actually 
have different d tural  groups that hang out. And they have ail different emphases 
in things. There are certain areas where the Vietnamese kids will be and certain 
areas where the Somalians [sic] are and that sort of thing, not that it's bad, it's just 
that we are still so segregated within this great big place and nobody really feels 
like it's theirs. 1 don't think. 1 don% think there's a sense of loyalty to WychwodW 

These narratives indicate both the importance of ethnidracial identity and socializing to 

students and its seeming incompatibility with schwl noms in the eyes of teachers and 

perhaps students themselves. 

My affiliation with and concentration on schools clubs precluded any access to the 

narratives of students who rejected school participation, but this emerging contradiction 

between ethnidracial identity and school n o m  is consistent with critical studies of youth 

subcultures which consider how students from subordinate class and racial positions 

resist and reject school. McLaren (1989) notes how this is partidarly so for ethnidracial 

minorities, such as African-Americans, who face significant barriers to social 

advancement: 

Specificdy, blacks and similar minorities (e.g. American Indians) believe 
that in order for a minority person to succeed in schooi academically, he or 
she m u t  learn to think and act white. Furthemore, in order to think and 
act white enough to be rewarded by whites or white institutions like the 
schools, a minority person must give up his or her own minority-group 
attitudes, ways of thinkuig, and behaving, and, of course, must give up or 
lose his or her own minority identity. That is, striving for academic success 
is a subtractive process: the individual black student following school 
standard practices that lead to academic succeas is pereeived es adopting a 
white cultural frame of reference ... as 'acting white' with the inevitable 
outcome of losing bis or her black identity, abandoning black people and 
black causes.. . (Ogbu cited in McLaren 1989,212) 

Ethnidracial minorities whose cultural images and experiences of success are consistent 

with mainstream school noms, such as Man and South Asian immigrants who may corne 

to North America well-educated and sunzsshil or  in hope of a better life (Bennett and 

LeCompte 1990), may not experience the same contradictions and conflicts as those with a 



history of racial oppression and economic disadvantage. McLaren (1989) argues that 

African-Americans have developed alternative measures of success Rnd status which are 

not necessarily based on academic achievement and the h~roization of bla& sports figures 

among black youth is one example of this phenomenon. Mr. Graham at Riverside offered 

another example where youth aspire to the slick-talkuig, crafty knowledge of the Street 

rather than bookish academicism: 

Tou  know 1 just look around this field, there's perfect examples waUung dl 
around here [some boys from his class in the computer lab are walking over to 
play basketball]. These guys are HO bright, but in their culture, if you work hard, 
you're, what the fuck, you're giving to .. 1 don't know what you're doing, but it's 
certainly not a valuable .. a valwd goal to think hard. It's much better to scam and 
jive and to talk your way out of things, right? Go figure. So, I've been tryuig to 
convince all kinds of students 1 have that it's very valuable to use your mind. They 
disagree. What can 1 do?" 

School may be equated with an oppressive and biased culture, or judged to offer 

disadvantaged youth few valuable skills for the future options open to them, and 

consequently resisted through the dimption of school practices and n o m  in vandalism 
or talking back, through the creation of autonomous spaces within the school such as 

ethnidracial peer groups and clubs, or by Literdy dropping out of the school culture. 

The construction of failure through tracking and ability groups also plays a 

signif~cant role in youth disengagement kom and rejection of school. Bennett and 

LeCompte (1990) note how studies show that even in schools where none of the students 

were really disadvantaged, 'the lowest students--who might well have been the most 

advanced pupüs in an inner city school-œthought of themselves as 'dregs' and a 'circus,' 

adopting the antischwl, rebellious attitudes usually attributed to lower and workmg claes 
students" (99). Indeed, academic achievement is consistently associated with extra- 

curricular participation. Yau et al. (1992) indicate that, in the Toronto Board of Education, 

students in Advanced streams participate more frequently in extra-cUITicular activities 

than students in General or Basic Level streams, with 40% of Basic students never 

participating as compared to only 17% of Advanced. Shortchanged by the educational 

system and facing low status career options unconnected to the skills of leadership and 

sociability obtained in the club hierarchy, students in the lower academic tracks have 

Little t o  gain materially or psychologically fkom affiliation with school noms and 

activities. The rewards of confidence-building status and encouragement h m  both school 

and f d y  eqjoyed by Anglo-Canadian, middle clam youth fiam their participation in 



clubs, sports, and other school activities are not as accessible to subordinate groups. 

When school succees constitutes 'cultural suicide," when school labels p u  a failure, when 

school-learned skills will not hslp you ftnd employment and break ihroÿah joh ceiüngs, 

participating in schwl can only be a contradictory, seMenigrating, and futile experience. 

While students h m  subordinate class and dtural/racial backgrom& experience 

these contradictions most amtely, al1 students experience schooling cs boring, self- 

denying, and useless at some time or another. The girls at Devonshire Collegiate were 

pasdonate in their condemnation of textbook-based learning despite their academic 

succe88: 

CL.: 1s there an actual environmental studies course here? 
Andrea: Um-hum. 
CL: Are any of you doing it? 
Aung-Sun: I took it last year. 
Beth: I'm not going to take it. 1 don't üke the teacher. naughter] 
Gd: There's also ecology. 
Be& Yeah. I'm taking marine ecology. 
CL: Hmm. 
Aung-Sun: Mr. Robinson teaches environmental studies. He does a lot of notes, 
straight h m  the textbook and that kind of thing. 
Andrea: Yeak 
Beth: I don't like that, 
Gd: Yeah. 
Aung-Sun: 1 HATE IT. 1 HATE PT. 1 really don't like kxtbook learning. [emphasis 
in voice] 

When I asked Beth later why the would not take the course, she explained: 

Beth: My hiend, she kind of scared me out from it, from the class, the 
environmental class. 
CL: What do you mean? 
Beth: Because she was saying that, you know, it's not what you expect, it's kind of 
boring, it's not exactly you know really fun and you get to apply yourself to 
something whereas you have to sit and read the book And 1 really hate doing that 
so that's why 1 didn't exactiy take it naugh]. 

Even successful students oppose the life-denying, routinized culture of schoolîng. They 

tend to negotiate between the drudgery of schooling and the consequences of dropping 

out by engaging in subtle resistance, such as sleeping, chatting, passing notes, tuning out, 

cutting classes, underachieving, and so on, but not quite dropping out. Bennett and 

Lecompte (1990) d e h e  negotiatim as the 'recognition that whüe the pay-offs for 

complethg school may not be monumental, the consequences of not doing so are worse" 

(105). It is important to understand these acts not as signs of incornpetence or inferiority 



or passive apathy but as active resistance to schooling: strategies empioyed by individuals 
to mediate against the rationalization of their lives. However, while representing 

symbolic opposition, these acts of resistance do not necessarily contribute at dl to 

chcrnging these oppressive structures. They may even perpetuate the=. In hie study of 

working class lads, Willis (1977) found the lads were complicit in their own oppression as  

their rejection of school ski& ensured they had no choice but to take up the same types of 

working class jobs their fathers had always held, jobs which turned out to be as 

meaningless and monotunous as schoohg. 

Disturbingly, whatever the rationale for student apathy, the consequences remah 

the aame: unreflective and politically inactive Qtizens. As McLaren (1989) notes, 

ignorance and disengagement are ultimately self-defeating: 

But we lack the critical consbnicts with which to recover that knowledge which we 
choose not to know. Unable to find meanuigful knowledge 'out there' in the world 
of prepackaged cornmodities, students resort to random violence or an intellectual 
purple haze where anything more chdenging than the late night news is met with 
retreat, or despair; and of course, it is the dominant culture that benefits from this 
epidemic of conceptual anesthesia. The fewer critical intelleduals around to 
challenge its ideals, the better. (189, emphasis in onginal) 

On the other hand, those who accept and conform to school noms might be no more 

critical: politically illiterate, trained to obedience and rewarded with a false sense of 

empowement. In a study of Afkican-American high school &op-outs, ethnographer 

Michelle Fine found that "those who remained in school, when compared to dropouts, 

were significantly more depressed, less politically aware, less likely to be more assertive 

in the classroom if they were undergraded, and more conformistw (ated in McLaren 1989, 
215). Apathy is but a symptom of larger problems of power, authority, and social control 

within the school and society. 

From Aputhy to Critical Consciousneap 

1 would argue the h a t e  of apathy which prevails in the schools indicates a need 

to approach the 'empowennentw of students fkom a more critical and contextual 

perspective which directly engages with students' experiences, feelings, and voices. 

Rather than positioning students as unthinking kids who need their awarenegs raised and 

to be "empowered" through experiential projects, teachers need to look to how students 

are already expressing their opposition to how their subjectivities, their bodies, and their 

environment are being dehed and controlled by others. This is not to Say that students' 



opinions and behaviours are to be unqualifiedly affit?ned o r  legitimated. As McLaren 

(1989) cautions, "student experience aises h m  multiple discourses and subjectivities, 

some of which must be questioned more critically than othera," but teachers' subjectivities 

and knowledges are simildy consmcted and need to be continuaily re-exlimined for 

their underlying assumptions and implications. Similady, the values and actions of the 

&good kidsw are not to be dismissed as mere embodiments of the middle clam noms of 

conformist and privileged youth. We do need sociaily-engaged, compassionate and 

committed people in our society. But just as in the classroom, the noms, values and 

beliefs embedded in club pedagogy may be as important as the content; and who is 

included and who is excluded important considerations in evaluating the outcome of the 

club experience. Lady, 1 hesitate also to over-emphasize "resistmce* as political activism 

lest it become a lesser-intuitive or instinctive rather than conscious and rational-form of 

political activism for which we excuse oppressed youth on account of their 'special' 

circumstances. 

Emerging h m  di tnd t  circumstances certainly does not preclude a atudent from 

becoming an academic achiever, school leader and active club participant, or a politically 

astute individual, but such experiences may position the student very Werently h m  the 

ideological stance and community service approach of liberal-humanist teachers. Todd, a 

student in the environment club at Riverside Tech, serves as a saiient example. He 

voluntaered to be interviewecl by me as he was quite busy during school hours and often 

did not make the club meetings. The environment club was one small part of his busy 

extra-curricular schedule which included many clubs, working part-the at the school 

library, volunteering at a local hospital and at the National Association of Japaneae- 

Canadians, flute lessons, and rock-elimbing. Todd may sound like the typical all-mund 

good student, but he dropped out of school for several years and is just now completing 

his OACs at the age of 22. He was by far the most politically aware and radically-thinkuig 

shident I encountered and the most committed environmentalist, in addition to being a 

practising vegan and seIfdehed sociali& 

When w e  discussed the emergence of bis environmental consciousness, he 

revealed how M e  a role the high school had played in his political education. His 

environmental awareness and knowledge was dtivated mainly through bis circles of 

fkiends-many of  whom are at university-and independent reading, not high school, an 

institution he berated for behg insufficiently challenging, too authoritarian, and resistant 



to change. He furthered offered that while he fîrst became aware and interested in 

environmental issues arorind the age of 12, he postponed acting un this awareness due to 

other cirnimstanes in his Me: 

Todd: ... there was a part oi  s y  life where 1 had a lot of pmblems, so that became 
something that was on the backbumer. I couldn't prioritize it at the moment, um. 
so probably when 1 was about sixteen when 1 first Lived on my own, 1 started 
ta- contml of all the thugs that 1 could and changing my ways, so I could start 
acting the way I wanted to. 
CL: So you feel you had this consciousness, but you didn't have the control over 
your Me.. .? 
Todd: Right. I couldn't empower myself until 1 Lived on my own. And then at that 
time, 1 had the, 1 had the ability to make the decisions on what 1 purchased, how I 
would use whatever I purchased. ... Sometimes I can't d o r d  ta eat as good as I 
[want to] and my family is not supportive of a lot of my decisions and cntiusms, so 
the& some but- of heads as far as, the gmcery, the gmcery choices, so every 
once in a while 1 am forced to eat something that 1 wouldn't eat. 

His ability to control the decisiona affecthg his life was crucial for him to become an 

activist and he demonstrates how he has re-entered the school with this confidence and 

empowerment: 

Todd: 1 speak my mind, 1 speak up a lot, no matter how annoying it is to some 
students, who.. . 
CL: You think it is? 
Todd: Oh, it is. I don't think it is, it is annoying to other students ... [emphasis in 
voice] 
CL: O K  
Todd: ... because my hand is jutüng up every five minutes because the teacher 
slipped and said somethmg that was incorrect or inappropriate.. . 
CL: And what do the other students do? do they react? 
Todd: Oh, they would just rather let's get it on' and they're annoyed that 1 bring up 
these things. 1 have a strong stance in my values, in my views and 1 take full 
advantage of my education. 1 want to be challenged intelledually and if the 
teacher's not, if 1 find the teacher's not challenging me, then Pll push them against 
the w d ,  sort of. And if the students want to, a lot of students, X'm very unhappy to 
say are slackers, they would rather get by with regurgîtating and, let's see, slowing 
the teacher d o m  so that a unit will have to be omitted h m  the end of the 
semester or  from the, a section that would be omitted from the test, so 1, 1 donPt 
share that attitude at al1 with a lot of students... 
CL: How do the teachers reapond? 
Todd: ... World Issues was a very stressful class because a lot of people just wanted 
an easy credit and that i4 so, so typical though. So I wasn't surprised to be in that 
environment where peuple were shocked to hear a lot of thîngs the teacher was 
saying and thought that it was the teacher who was trying to brainwash them, 
saying to follow her values. She admitted that she was vegetarian, [but] that had 
nothing to do with the faet that there was child labour ocnmhg, even in Canada 
and she was bringing up a lot of different environmental issues ... [the other 
students] really weren't redy paying attention to what was being presented, so a 



lot of people were just sort of, '1 don't know, 1 dont have a value about that,' 'so 
what? they're cbildren on the other side of the worlci' or, let's aee, or even about 
the meat industry, farming, forestry, problems that Canada is having with 
depletion of the forestxy and the indut'y that is dependent on it. And fishmg 
industry on both coasts, and people are quite oblivious to the extremities of 
situations that exist, and 1 think that a lot of the studenta want to live in their 
ignorance, because it was more cosy, because it was less stressf'ul.. . 

Todd was determineci to go on to university, which was rare arnong Riverside Tech 

students, and refuseci to follow the route of ignorance and apathy. 

"1 really do wish I was a coach potato sometimes, just, you know. But then 1 could 
imagine that 1 would see so many problems around me, but I'd be clueless as  to 
why and then 1 feel that I've actually got an advantage by being aware, 'cause that 
gives me the opportunity to change what I'm not happy with. ... if the house is on 
fire, putting your head under the pillow isn't going to make the f%e go away. As 
painN as it may be to recognize and to accept reality, it needs to be accepted or it 
can't be changeci. Um, that's it in a nutshell." 

In the classroem, in his aetiviam, and in his opinions, Todd is not the trpical '@odD student. 

He is sometimes seen as a threat by teachen and he reported how they attempted to 

discredit his criticisms by labelling him young, immature, and inexperienced. In fact, it 

seems the situation is just the opposite: he is much too mature to be controlled within the 

high school set-. Unlike the rnsjority of students, he has chosen outspoken criticism as 

his path of resistance to the authority and hegemony of the school. 

Even for critical teachen, the path f h m  apathy to critical consciousness is not 

easy, particularly as teachers themselves are relatively powerless to change the 

oveniding structures. curriculums, and cumulative impacts of schooling. McLaren (1989) 

and other critical pedagogues maintain that it is possible to create a demmatic and critical 

classroom, but Ellsworth (1989) in particular has demonstrated the difficulties involved 

once one delves into practice. "By prescribing moral deliberation, engagement in the fùll 

range of views present, and critical reflection, the literature on critical pedagogy irnplies 

that d e n t s  and teachers can and should engage each other in the classroom as fully 

rational subjects," but EUsworth (1989) points out that students and teachers enter the 

clasmom "with investments of privilege and struggle already made" (301). Opening up 

issues of power and pridege for discussion is not necessarily a route to empowerment. 

Mr. Graham pmvided me with an example of the fbtrating challenge to educate around 

social issues in a climate of student resistance: 

We paas a group of students, mostly black, aittllig out by the front planters 
listening to music on a s r n d  ghettoblaster. MF. Graham tums to me: P i d  you 



hear that?" 1 realize that he's referring to the lyrics, but as 1 am not ail that 
f d a r  with rap and hiphop, 1 couldn't even =derstand what was said. He 
quotes the line he heard: ' 'look at  that bitch. Open up her legs' or somethuig like 
that." He continues, "now what do 1 do when 1 sec 2 guy coming dom the hall go 
[here he pokes me in the shoulder] üke this and say 'yo, bitch' to a )Jung woman? 
Do I Say, '1 don't think you should say that? Do 1 Say, '1 want you to respect this 
woman?' Hel1 say, 'but she's a bit& Fÿck you, man.' " 

McLaren (1989) cites a similar example of a middle c las  iemale teacher shocked by her 

working class students' sexism and her fnistration with their resistance to feminism. 

Af'ter showing them a feminist h, their sexisrn seems to be only fûrthered entrenched, 

not re-considered. McLaren (1989) somewhat simplistically a m e s  her of "simply tellhg 

them once again what to thinkg-as middleclass/institutional authority so o h  does," but 

i t  is tnie that the courage and patience requked to listen for the meanings and 

experiences behind these oppositional voices and to engage in an open and self-reflexive 

dialogue on justice, power, and knowledge is daunting (228). Power and privilege do not 

stop at  the classrnom door. Moreover, resistance to schooling and the values it upholds 

can easily be translated into a rejedion of even those progressive values teachers and 

studenta like Todd may attempt to bring forward in their own disruption of the dominant 

hegemony. 

Conclusions 

The construction of environment clubs members as the ugood" kids at  the top of a 

social hierarchy of jocks and burn-outs naturalizes social inequalities within the school 

and demonizes opposition as apathy and failure. Apathy offers students a path to resist 

and mediate the bureaumatic rationalization of school culture by maintaining a stance of 

opposition to its norms and by sustainhg a sense of personal dignity in the refusal to be 

compared to and shaped in the image of the ideal, good student. But the awareness- 

raising discourse of the clubs did not draw upon this subversive potential, instead 

reinforcing the meritocratic school hiermhy of soeidyanscious, responsible school 

leaders organizing activities for a mass of apathetic, self-centred adolescents who just 

'don't c m . "  I t  seems students are presented with a dichotomous choice between 

accepthg the liberal-humanist, middle class n o m  of receptive, ambitious, obedient, and 

service-oriented students or being cut out from the rewards of meaninghil and 

pleasurable activities, creative freedom, and mentorship granted to club participants and 

student leaders. Those whose cultural capital and expectations are m ~ s t  consistent with 



the school noms more easily gravitate to such positions of privilege, while other students, 
such as poor or working class, and racial or ethnic minoriiy youth, may face such 

contradictions, discouragement, and material barriers that they have little choie- but to 

opt out, either literally by dropping out of school, or symbolicaily by tuning out and 

skipping classes. While not condoning this strategy of dieengagement, a critical pedagogy 
insists on taking the opposition expressed through apathy seriously. As McLaren (1989) 

declares, h o  emancipatory pedagogy will ever be built out of theories of behaviour which 
view students as lay, defiant, lacking in ambition, or geneticdy inferiof (190). 



W Activism, Authority, and (De)Politici.ation 

"At high school, we are supposed to learn how to think, but only so far. I have 
learned that." 
Andrea, Devonshire Collegi ete 

Andrea is not being flippant; her 'lesson" was suspension from school on account 

of political activism agaimt what she thought was excessive police presence in her school. 

Her fimt encounter with activism was not an 'empowermg" experience which taught her 

she could 'make a clifference,' but a poignant lesson in relations of power and authority. 

In this chapter, I tell a different story about the environment clubs, where teacher- 

student relations are exposed as power relations not mentorships, where constant 

surveillance creates a climate of secrecy and self-censorship, where ridicule and 

disrespect are normalized means of regulating appropriate behaviour, and where 

students are engaged in an exciting leamhg process of exploration, enthusiasrn, fear, 

anger and confusion, cornrnunity-building, and empowement. Not substantially different 

from the service clubs deseribed in Chapter 5,1 suggest the 'activistw club descnbed here 

represents merely a Merent stage on a continuum of activism and as such reveals the 

contradictions between the liberal discourse of student-centred participatory action and 

the authoritarian hierarchy of schooling. 

Organizing for Environmental Activism 

"... people are living in this dream world in the future, in this bottled up world and 
they think 'ah, we live in such a beautiful world' They have a window that's a 
beautiful photograph, but then a guy knocks it dom and goes, 'oh god, is that what 
the world is really like?m 
[Sketch for a skit, Devonshire Collegiate] 

This was the message the environment club at Devonshire Collegiate hoped to get acrose 

to their peers during Earth Week 1998: remincihg them of the world 'out therew by 

hocking down their walls to let in a little reaüty. The group planned an ambitious 

schedule of events for the school, addressing issues of transportation, energy and water 

conservation, waste reduction and recycling, local economic development, and global 

inequiw. As the highüght of their year, Earth Week required hours of planning and 

organization, such as coordinating workshops and presentations by fïve local 

environmental organizations and speakers; wrîting and performing a skit for the entire 

school; soliciting student work fkom Science, Geography and English classes on 



environmental themes to display in the hdways; and gaMng bureaumatic approval for 

each initiative. Their goal was to begin filling the silence on =ni-Ironmental issues they 

experienced since coming to the school. The group was also invoived in growing wetland 
plants for habitat restoration; getüng several composters going in the school; installing 

solar panels donated by Ontario Hydm; and planning a garden of native species: projects 

which resembled the acüvities of the other clubs in my study. 1 maintain that there were 

some striking differences though. These included the students' motivations for creatmg 

the club, the collaborative process they adopted to fulnl their goals, their perception of 

their d e  within the school, their engagement of environmental issues, and their relations 

with school authority figures and structures. 

Andrea, one of the club co-chairs, described how her process of consciousness- 

raising began when she decided to take the environmental studies course offered at the 

school. 

When 1 was little, there was always this buzz about environmental concerns 
. . . even Seventeen magazine had articles on being environmentally-friendly. 
Gradually you knew it was there, but you know, it didn't really affect you. But 
after hearing about it 200 or 2,000 times, you ha l ly  reach the point where you feel 
it'a something worth hdmg out more about. So, last year, I took environmental 
studies.. ." 

So "disturbed and scared to death* by what she learned in the course, Andrea and a few 

others in the class began talking about some ideas for the environment club. None of 

them were members at the tirne, but they knew the club was not doing much and 

together they became the CO-chairs and leaders for the club when it was resuscitated by 

the teacher in September. The others explaineci their motivation for joining in a similar 

way 
Beth: '1 know why I joined. Because I've been so totally fmstrated by 
environmental thuigs, like seeing forests being cut d o m  and like being aware of it 
and not king able to do anything about it. S o  1 just thought, so OK, you do stuff 
locally, you affect globally, right? So I could, 1 could, .. that's a dream ..." 
Dana: 'Pve always been interested in it. 1 dont know why ... w d ,  I've aiways k e n  
pretty afkaid of te tedinology, 1 think, because it's advancing so quickly and it doesn't 
seem like people see how, ... well they see the pmspects, but they don't understand 
the impact of it and that kind of scares me because I'd like to think that in the 
hture I would have some green space ... Last year, rd been meaning to join the 
club, but I think the remon why 1 didn't was because there wasn't much going on 
and also al l  the students were like OACs and they don't have that really 
welcoming feeling? 



A few suggested that environmental activism was just "logic," xmethuig their ''practicalW 

f a d i e s  had always àone or had been constantly stressed in elemen'iiay school, but the 

underlying theme to the club was this apocalyptic and almost angry or frustratd sense 

that sornething needed to be done. More so than in the other clubs, this group was 

formed by the joining together of environmentally-concerned students and maintained 

their primary focus on their political rather than social function. 

They describeci their beginning as an uenthusiastic moment," and although they felt 

they had lost some of that enthusiasm as they experienced all the challenges behind 

organizing ideas into concrete projects, a great ded of energy infuseci every meeting. At 

the beginning of their lunch-hour meetings, while they unpacked their lunches and 

waited for others to arrive, the students would share environmental information or news 

about upcoming events, gathered mainly h m  newspapers, the internef or other groups 

they were involved with. Usually these discussions started with bursts of enthusiasm for 

some innovative programme, such as the City of Guelph's wetidry waste disposal systxm, 

or the ethical and ecological practices of the Body Shop plant, or the Stop the Seal Hunt 
campaign. Examples of alternative approaches were shared as motivational seeds of 

Dana: "1 read la& year, 1 don't know where, but it was in this book, of this little 
town, 1 think in the States, where everyone who lives there is--the whole town is 
environmentally-fnendly. Have you heard of that place? D shake my head 'no.7. 
They have no c m ,  it's like no cars ninning through it, everyone travels by bicycle, 
al l  theh houses are run by solar panels, and everyone uses like, they have a 
compost in their backyard, they all share things. It's a really tight neighbourhood 
and community . . ." 

Several of them presented themselves as being in an ongoing process of learning and 

suggested their membership in the club helped. Beth tried to explain how she thought 

that club "indirectly kind of a f f d  Ber]:" 

'...because like previous years 1 didn't even know when Earth Week waa on, until 
when it [was] done, and then [it was] like 'oh, last week was, you know, Earth 
Day,' but this year, 1 kind of realized it was on and what kind of acüvities they have 
in the City of Toronto, so 1 thought that was interesthg. And somehow through 
this 1 also leamed more about environmental issues, just by conversations and all 
that and that skit that came in ... Yeah, like, if1 wasn't in this group, I might not 
have paid so much attention to it, [but] because Pm in this group, 1 feel, you know, 
1 feel Iüte h r e  is an obligation for me to know a bit more than otheA so that 1 can 
in fom them." 

Andrea demibed how &e thinks environmental consüousness cornes to one slowly, 'as 



Little moments," and how it is a long process of leamllig: '1 had a friend tell me about 

using a hankie instead of Kleeneg and at k t  1 was di@, 'that's dirty!' Now 1 thllik it's 

somethmg I'm guing to start trying to do." She added she also now uses 'Many Moons" 

cloth menstrual pads instead of disposable m e s  and asked if I w u  familiar with them. 

Another t h e ,  one student came in at the end of a meeting to share her excitement about 

attendhg a large gardening show. 

[Cathy enters here, intempts and talks quickly, excitedly.] 
Cathy. I wanted to tell you guys a few things. I just, O& 1 .. Wednesday before the 
March Break, 1 went to the Garden Show and I found a lot of environmental info, 
information about the earth, pollution, gardens, and all kinds of information on 
earth and on land and on water. So, I was going to bring it in, ... I was just thinkuig 
... 1 mean it's a lot of info and S M ,  i t  could go on the bulletin board. 
Andrea: Great. 
Aung-Sun: How was it? 
Cathy: Good, very good. A lot of information, I didn't have enough baga for it ail 
[laughter]. Yeah, two floors of it and all s m e d  with information. 1 only took half 
of it 'cause 1 only had one bag [laugh]. 1 could have taken three or four bags, but 
that's not fair to the other people. [laughter]. 

With tact and skîll, the CO-chairs, ail senior students, suggested she work with another 

grade 10 student on putting up all the information on the environment club's bulletin 

board, giving them their own project and independence. Ln the weeks afkr, the two girls 

spent the club meeting times working on the bulletin board, identifymg this as their 

institutional mle withui the club, their enthusiasm directeci into action. 

Process was important to the students, and their efforts at king fully collaborative 

and open were probably what enabled and sustained this sharing, leaming atmosphere. 

They actively tried to share work and information, keeping everyone up-to-date and 

always making decisions as a gmup. This was not done formally, but rather in a 

considerate way. 1 noticed a few times when one or two students would be concerned the 

CO-chairs were taking on too much and would offer to lighten their loads or when tasks 

were distributed out even when they might have been done more efficiently by one 

person When they diaeussed the club with me, several of the students on different 

occasions immediately mentioned the importance of group process and how much they 

had learned about teamwork. One of the successes of Earth Week, according to Andrea, 

was that everyone was able to make some contribution in pulling off the event. Dana 

described her feelings on the process: 

Well, we had to develop a plan. We had some members in the group and so we 
sort of divided the gmup members up, so each of us would go take on a task and 



have set deadlines and have it done by then. And that took a lot, but we actxally 
did it as a club, and that's what, I guess it's teamwork, and vue pulled that off, I 
think, redy  vell. That's really important." 

In particular, they wmted everyone to have a role in the club and, on reflecting back over 

the year. felt that they lost a lot of people in the beginning because tiey were too slow to 

organize and give people a d e  to play: 

Beth: .. .then after the first meeting actually got started, people dropped and no one 
showed up anymore. So, it's kind of sad 
Dana: 1 think it's because we were late in actually organizing what we wanted to 
do. And some of the people didn't feel that they were of any help juat being hem 
Beth: And 1 think we didn't assign them, like, an exact task to do, so they didn't 
know where to start and then, so, they kind of sit around and then they kind of 
realize 'OK, I'm not doing anything.' Yeah. 

Despite their concerna, they tended to draw more people into the group over the months 1 

was with them. They would solicit help h m  different classrnates for assistance with 

wrîting the skit or setting up the stage for the school assembly and these students then 

stayed around with the ciub and came to subsequent meetings. 

Also distinctive about this club was their perception of their role within the school. 

Unlike the other clubs, the Devonshire group did not n m w  in on the school but actively 

sought out community contacts and participated in environmental education programmes 

or  organizing outside the school, a strategy both reflective of the* commitment to the 

issue and indicative of how they were able to maintain a critical distance h m  the noms 

and regdations of the school. Andrea was an active member of the Board-wide Student 

Envimnment Network through which she oganized a student conference and initiated a 

petition letter presented in person to an aide of the provincial Minister of Natural 

Resources. Beth, Dana, and Aung-Sun attended different workshops at the Municipality 

of Metropolitan Toronto on water, waste, and energy conservation and later returned as 
voIunkers with elernentary schwl children. Flo attended classes at an alternative school 

and participated in Outward Bound, an outdoor adventure-based leadership training 

programme. The stuclents reported quite positively on these experiences, sharing bits and 

pieces during their meetings. They called upon many of these contacts and experiences 

when organizing events for the school audience, seeing themselves in a liaison role, 

letting in a bit of reality. 

Drawing on their growing experiences and knowledge, the club sought to educate 

and politicize the school. Like the other clubs, they were guite concerned with the apathy 



of other students and the depoüticized student atmosphere of high school, but also with 

the absence of environmental content within the formal curriculum and officia1 school 

policy generally. The club was disturbed about the attitude that 'high school is more 

about where you fit inw and felt a lot of their efforts were directed at changing other 

students' perspectives and, indeed, the "image of coolw witbin the school. 

We've mainly been focused on making the schwl aware of some thuigs and about 
us, about our club. We just mainly want the school to be more into these issues, 
like we are and perhaps let them know what they can do, as weil, instead of just 
Sitting back and knowing that this problem exists. ... if we as a club maintain or 
encourage WingJ green, then 1 guess that gives us an image. And so probably new 
students will corne in [andl theyll, they should be able to respect that? 

But the &dents felt the issue went deeper than just what is popdar and not. They also 

targeted teachers in their projects, particularly through asking them to cover 

environmental content within their courses so as to be able to contribute students' posters 

and displays for Earth Week. Their ability to get a few teachers to participate was 

counted as another of their Earth Week successes. The environmental studies course 

itself had been an important catalyst for the three students who had taken it and they 

took up many of its themes into their analysis and projects. But they st i l l  felt the school 

could do so much more: 

1 h d  that there's not much about it in school, we donTt leam enough about it. 
... But with something like environmental studies as a course, you have the 
opportunity to  actually learn about it and it was a reaily--1 found it really 
interesting-'cause it was something 1 liked and 1 wanted to leam about it, um, yeah 
and 1 thmk 1 did l e m  a lot. Um, see in Science we'd expect something from it, but 
we don't. I donPt think we're, it's too isolated, everything is h m  the textbook, 
you're not really out there.. ." 

Dana took the environmental studies course in grade 12 and said she wished there was an 

OAC course to follow it  up. 'Knowledge is power," the club announced to open their 

Earth Week assembly and they were determined to do what they could to empower their 

pers with an analysis of our environmental reality. In fact, students at both Devonshire 

Collegiate and Central CoUegiate named taking their environmental studies courses as 

part of their activism. 

Even more significant than curriculum, perhaps, is the overall climate and 

idmlogy of the school. Andrea explained that 9t is difficult to talk about political things in 

high school.'' Students =don't car# or are "scared of it" and teachers don't feel school is an 

appropriate place for politics. She could not quite put her Wer on it, but insisted it was 



the whole school atmosphere, and submitted 'it's much easier to talk about waste 
reduction than the seal hunt." Beth noted how business is talked about so much more 

than environment now and wondered if it is connected to the m e n t  political climate. 
When 1 tried to explore this issue about us&ool atmosphere," the students conceded that 

their choice of projects was Muenced by an attempt to avoid controversy. 
Dana: But, um, everything else bsides recycling and lit@ campaigns], it's a lot of 
like, interpreting. You have to r e d y  not go too deep and not Say anything 
offensive if you want somethuig. But you also have to be sure you.. . 
CL: Who do you have to be careful about? 
Dana: Oh, 1 think the politics, and m.. . 
CL: In that you can't raise something controversial within the school? 
Dana: The school, yeah, that too. 
CL: Because of students? 
Dana: Um* . , 
CL: Because of teachers? 
Dana: 1 think teachers, yeah teachers. 
Beth: Yeah, 
CL: They don't want you taking sides? [They had made reference to not wanting 
students to take sides earlier in the discussion.] 
Dana: Yeah. 
Beth: And I dont think the teachers want to get involved. That's why they don't 
want us to take sides, because once we do then you know teachers have to, you 
know, support us somehow like, some teachers will start supporting us and then 
some dont and then it gets into this whole thing. I think that's why they didn't 
want it. 
... 
CL: So do you think that that shaped in some way what issues you have taken up 
and gone with, to avoid.. .? 
Dana: Um, yeah, yeah. 
Beth: Because, 1 don% know, too, we're, to me, this is like the bt year that the 
environment club has actually you know done somethiag, so... 
CL: You wanted it to work smoothly? 
Beth: Yeah. We wanted it to have a good stmt becauge if we have a redy rocky 
atart then later on we won't know what wiU happen, you know, the club may 
disappear or whatever, because we're creating like eo much stress in the school. 
So, you know, 1 think we shouid &art off elowly and then maybe later on maybe 
we Ca. get into, like, other issues, like bigger issues. 

The students were actively censoring themselves, quite aware of some kd-and not only 

within the school, it seems-to avoid controversy and confiict. Indeed, Andrea felt the key 
lesson she had leamed h m  her suspension was to be more cautious and circuxnspect in 

approaching controversial issues. While her nRt act of politicization was to poster the 

school with her objections, this year she ensured the club had official approval before it 

proceedecl with any initiative. The students at Central Collegiate similarly explained that 



they too chose their activities to avoid controversy: W e  just have to make sure that we 

dont get tao much in anyone else's way." 

Regulation and Authority 

"'It is June 3rd, the year 2028, the warmest year on record and 5 degrees 
warmer than the same day thirty years ago in 1998.J The voice continues, 
Iistuig emigrations and natural disaster in Indonesia and Bangladesh; global 
sunlight curfews and govemment regulated gas masks; dried out prairie 
land, and intravenous food rations. T o  move to our econornic report, the 
GNP has expanded and the global economy is booming. ..' Click. 
Actor 1: Why did you turn it o E  
Actar 2: It's too depressing. 
Actor 1: What do you mean depressing? D i W  you hear? The GNP 
expanded. Our quality of life is impmving." 
[Environment Club slrit, Earth Week Festival, Devonshire Coilegiate] 

While the students admitteci they had expressly a4justed-depoliticized-their goals 

and discourse in order to avoid controversy within the school, 1 was able to identify a few 

mechanisms by this message was passed on to the students. Much of this process was 

subtle, and teachers will no doubt contest my interpretations of events, but 1 argue the 

interactions between the students and their teachers reveal how the school structure and 

ideology functioned to silence and restrain the efforts of the club. Despite the principal's 

apparent support for the environment dub and the approvals she gave to most of their 

activities, the school atmosphere of surveillance and regdation drove the students to 

continual self-censoring and swallowed most of their thne in negotiating for bureaucratie 

approval. The content of and contacts for the club activities were carefidly monitored by 

the teaching stafî and school principal and direct o r  indirect interference in students' 

activities was common. The result was that here the teacher-student relations were 

exposed as power relations, no matter how much the teachers tried to merely be mentors 

and advisors. 1 argue that the school's approval system seeped deeper than a process of 

proposais and approvals/refusals into a culture of surveillance, hierarchy, restraint and 

conformity, enforced and reinforced through openly confrontational, subtly demeaning, 

and continually defensive interactions with their teachers. What is missing here is an 

understanding of the institutional demands and restraints placed on the teachers which 
may have placed them in such positions and roles. This absence is likely a result of my 

research method which foeused more on the experiences of students and on my social 

interaction with the teachers, structured in several cases by a signincant age gap. In at 



least one interview, a teacher downplayed and avoided dscussing the codict a d  
mntroversy he had faced in his school h m  administration and coileagues; 1 was unaware 

of +As until I was told the story second-hand. 

From the beginning, I noticed how the staff advisor for the Devonshire 

environment club was being discouraging--while attempting to be practical--in his 

relations with the students. As the students discussed their plans, all gathered amund a 

table eating their lunches, he would interject from the other side of the roorn: W s  is a lot 

to dow or '%e careful not to take on too much ' or 'd you have now is ideas, nothing on 

paper, no one codtmed." His comments were offered in a paternal, helpful, "1 care" kind 

of way, but the -dents were clearly bothered by his attitude, lookmg d o m  and not 

responding when he spoke or looking at each other and continuing their discussion as if 

he were not speaking- After one series of such comments, Andrea at last responded with 

a weU-articulated summary of a l l  the tasks they had to do and when they would be done, 

assuming a stance of defense, edged with a tone of defiance. They did not trust that they 

had their advisor's support, asking him one day quite pointedly whether he would be 

willing to participate in the environment fair they were planning. They had been 

discussing the opposition to their idea voiced at the science department meeting when Mr. 
Robinson entered: 

[Mr. Robinson enters and goes over to a far table and sits down.] 
Andrea: Mr. Robinson, Mr. Robinson, do you think there would be teachers in the 
Geography department who'd be interesteci in doing projects? for the fair? 
Erin: MF. Robinson, you should be interested in ... [emphasis in voice] 
Andreâ Yeah. [laughter]. 
Mr. Robinson: I would say .. they're not doing courses around or specincally on 
environmental issues. 
Andrea Um-hum, well neither are our science teachers. 
[faint dialogue among club members] 
Mr. Robinson: 1 can ask, but 1 would be surprised. 
Andrea: OK, would, are you interested? Are YOU interested? So. would you like 
us to hold this fair? 
Mr. Robinson: Well, the environmental club [inaudible over the faint dialogue 
among club membera]. 
Andrea: WeU, the thing is, we, we still, we have to, .. Right now, 1 think we just 
have to plan it with this, with gettiog, hdmg out whether or not teachers are open 
to the idea, and the question is stül mainly in the han& of the teachers, or if they 
want to do this, how they feel it would be best to incorporate it .. into their class. 
Like, we don't, we dont want to rewrite anyone's currîcuium, or like .. We dont 
want to take over their classtime or anything. Um, what we are really lookmg for 
is people who would be open to, uh, doing this. 
Mr. Robinson: OK, thats fme, but 1 think [inaudible] ... 
[Through-out this exchange there is clear tension between ML Robinson and the 



students, expressed in their voices and body motions such ao by lookirg down or 
away. While Andrea tall<8 to Mr. Robinson, the other girls srnile at each other and 
make small talk.] 

The tension and mistrust expressed in this interactioi~ and the ~rttern of teacher- 

intemgator and studentaefender were common. ûver time, i t  seemed to me that it was 

not solely the negativity of Mr. Robinson that bothered the atudents-in f a  they were 

highly confident of their abüities and aware of their limitations-but the surveillance. 

Their staff advisor routinely grilled them on the statw of their projects and the 

interaction was invdably tense and defensive. The students were very well-organized 

and seemed to be handling the task of organizing quite well, askmg for assistance 

whenever they felt they needed it, and thus were resentfui of the supervision and 'check- 

ups' of their staff advisor. This brief interaction was typical: 

Dana and Aung-Sun work their way through the list of activities and tasks for 
people to do, s t a r t i n g  with the morning announcementa, lunch-time activities in 
the mall, fundtaising, and an afternoon bicycle workshop. Mr. Robinson returns 
with a list of department heads for them. He Listena to their discussion, then euts 
in: '1 thought the play was part of the overall progr~~mme." Aung-Sun turns to him 
and explains the merence between the play and the assembly. Mr. Robinson 
klls her to get permission from the principal and to maybe ask only for the grade 
9s and 10s. He then asks how long the play is going ta be, and who the drama 
group is, whether it is a professional troupe or not, so Aung-Sun hands him the fax 
h m  Vust Earth" ta which he gives his approval. Aung-Sun says she will go speak 
to the principal and talk to the department heads. Mr. Robinson hands her his list, 
saying he didn't put the Math or the Cornputer Science departments on it. 
Dana: 'So, what's going on during the week?" 
Aung-Sun: 'Oh, OK, yeah." 
[The girls turn around and resume their discussion, literally turning their backs to 
Mr. Robinson without a word.] 

Sometimes these 'question-periodd verged on hostile, yet civility was always maintained 

by the students as they held back their criticisms and complaints: 

Mr. Robinson: Let me just ask: do you have a guest speaker? 
Andrea: Yes. 
Mr. Robinson: OK. Who? 
Andrea: [a well-known local environmental educator employed by the Board.] 
Mr. Robinson: ALight. 
Andrea: Yeah. 
Mr. Robinson: OK. Now, did you determine a day? 
Andrea: Yup. The 16th. 
Mr. Robinson: Did p u  run this by [the principall? 
Andrea: Yup. [She goes on to list d the events for which they have received 
permission]. 
Mi. Robinsoxx 1 didnt even know that you'd had a date. 



[dl  at the same t h e ] .  Andrea: [defenaively] Well, yeah, we went ta.. 
Betb: You told us to.. . 
Mr. Robinson: Yeah, 1 know ... 
Beth: [sharply] You didn't ... OK. [ d e s  and doem't punnie her sentence.] 
Andrea: ... we went to talk to [the principal] yesterday . . . 
Mr. Robinson: OK. 
Beth I need to go because ... 
[Commotion and dialogue as Beth gathers her binders and thennos to leave.] 
Mr. Robinson: How long is that going to take? 
Andrea: The assembly? [The principal] said try to get it under an hour ... 
Mr. Robinson: Now, is this open to the whole school? 
Andreg Yes, or at least that's how it stands right now. 
Mr. Robinson: You can't fit thirteen hundred people in the auditorium. 
Andrea: Don't they have whole school assemblies, though? 
Mr. Robinson: Yes, but nomally a large percentage don't show up, especially 
OACs. 
Andrea: We could make it, like, just junior grades or just senior grades, if we want 
ta. or we muld make it both. 
Dana: Actually, I mean, if you want it an hour, cadt we have, like, the junior fïrst 
and then after have the seniors? 
Andreê That would mean we would have to do it twice. That would take tao long. 
Mr. Robinson: Now you're as- for two hours of [the guest speaker]. 
Andrea: Yeah. Well, . . . 
Dana: No, 1 think ha*, like, the whole school would be fîne because, well a lot 
of people are going to skip anyways. 
Mr. Robinson: Did [the principal] say anything about Paving] just one assembly or 
a whole school assembly? 
Andrea: No. 

More than merely rigidly and accushgly checkuig up on the students, this dialogue seems 

to suggest that the teacher was deliberately trying to find fault with and obstacles to the 

students' plans-to the point of creating the imaginary obstruction of the limited capacity 

of the assembly hall. Mr. Robinson already knows this is not really a problem because a 

signincant proportion of students skip assemblies, yet he presents them with a problem 

they are powerless to change and uses the discouragement of 'you can't" language to do 

so. The way he errplained hïmself, however, was that he wanted the club to be successful, 

and the efforts he put inta creating and developing both the club and the environmental 

studies course tes* to this cornmitment. He was concemed that the dudents had 'too 

many ideas" and would not be able to follow through on them. He hoped his questions 

will make them aware of the work involved and help iden* blind spots they may have 

missed in their organizing. 

The students, however, reacted to him like teenagers to an overbearing parent, 

keeping their heads down and eyes averted, offering short one or tweword responses, 



and retuming t o  their own agenda as soon as he let off the questions. He becarne 

increasingly h t r a t e d  for trying to help yet being nit out, while they would avoid him 

except when they needed help with technical information, euch as t h  names of 

department heads. At other times, the students actively ignored and shut Mr. Robinson 

out of their planning and conversations. When the students mentione6 how they would 

need environmental displays to participate in a City of Toronto evûnt, Mr. Robinson 

started lookmg for some, laying them out across the tables in the m m  as he found them. 
None of the club members paid any attention and eventudy he put them away. This 

episode was repeated when the club discussed selling environmental T-shirts for a 
fundraiser during Earth Week. The students were not very enthusiastic about the idea, 

more interested in the hands-on work they were doing themselves and concerned that 

students did not have "that kind of money," but Mr. Robinson had done it each year before 

with previous clubs and unpacked all the promotional T-shirts, pinning them up around 
the room, again to be ignored. On another occasion, when a student stopped by to offer 

the club some free compostera, the club members asked me for advice, ignoring Mr. 

Robinson who had already begun to speak. T b  pattern suggested that the students were 

resistant to Mr. Robinson's supervision and interrogation and disapproval, but chose to 

express this in nonconfkontational ways, such as body language and tone. 

More interestingly, time showed that the students were routinely subjected to this 
kind of opposition, surveillance, and disrespect by their teachers. Their idea of the 

environmental fair provides a salient example. Early in March, when beginning to 

organize for Earth Week, the students were informecl of-or perhaps overheard--some 

opposition being voiced to the environment fair idea at a science department meeting. 

They were never able to get the full story of what happened or why, but rather had 

merely bits of information passed dong to them by kachers and students. 

Aung-Sun: 4 think he said it was mostly positive feedback. There were some 
people who thought well [look at the] schwl and garbage and al1 that and they 
thought it was nIthy, so they got really upset and went 'oh, why doesn't the 
environment club just clean up the cafeteria or somethmg, you know, aren't they 
going ta be wasting paper making posters." 

Danê Y overheard teachers saying about Earth Week, they said that we should, 
you know, do something about cleaning up the school, instead of doing what we 
did, like the whole environment issue." 

More thon just a refusal to participate. or a rejection of their pmposal, this response 

represents a diversion of the club's projects into other areas-nom curriculum and 



swareness-raising into school beautification-and a dismissive critique: the* efforts would 

be a 'waste of pape? in both the literal and symbolic sense. Rather than offer a rationale 

for not being able, or willing to, participate, the teachers created an almost inescapable 

problem for the students: how were the students to communicate wi'u? their pers if they 

were not to use paper? As it is, the students insisted they only used paper with recyrled- 

content and they made their poster out of magazine clippings and used white paper- 

taking the criticism quite seriously. But the tone and nature of the criticism suggest that 

wasting paper was not the central issue at all, particularly when teachers generak much 

more paper than students do. It seemed the underlying message was that the stccknts 

had no right interfering with the way they organize and nui their clesses: they should be 

targeting the school grounds rather than teachers and curriculums. Unable or unwillllig 

to Say this directly, the message was expressed through this show of power where the 

teachers not only refiwed to participate, they ridiculed and deflected the students' agenda, 

redirecting them to less political forums, such as cleaning up the litter in the school. The 

students dealt with this trivialization and discouragement remarkably well, perseverhg 

and approaching the department again, and remaining sensitive to the teachers' 

predicaments, as the following quote shows. 

Andrea: %ght now, I think we just have to plan it with this, finding out whether or 
not teachers are open to the idea, and the question is stül mainly in the hands of 
the teachers, or if they want to do this, how they feel it would be best to 
incorporate it  .. into their class. Like, we don't, we don't want to rewrite anyone's 
curriculum, o r  like .. We don't want to take over their classtime or  anythuig. What 
we are redy lookuig for is people who would be open to doing this." 

In the end, only two teachers from the Science department participated in the 

environment f& and the incident remained sharp in the students' mernories, mentioned 

several times in the remaining months. 

1 never met the principal of the school, but her authority and influence was 
present at all the club's meetings. Every idea was followed by a trip to the principal. 

Meetings started with reports h m  the principal's office and the h t  question latecomers 

to meetings ofken asked was uDid you talk to [the principal]?" or they were greeted witb 

W e  talked to [the principal] and she has OKed our plans so far." Despite her apparent 

support for the environment club, the rigid approval pmcess and tight surveillance kept 

them fearful of inappropriate gaffs and they cautiody regulated their own proposals 

accding to what they perceived was acceptable. Significantly more time was spent 

negotiating the bureaumatic process than discussing environmental issues themselves. 



They had to find out how to approach department heads and the school newsletter and 

often arranged to meet in groups to approach certain teachers with their questions. 

Documentation was often necessary to validate and legitimize their requests, either 

through formal letters to the different departments--typed on the overhoked school 

cornputers--or h m  the extemal guests they were inviting. Most of their guests were as 

mainstream and respectable as they could get: representatives fkom the Municipality of 

Metropolitan Toronto 'MetroWorksW programme; representatives fkom the crown 

corporation Ontario Hydro; an environmental educator workmg in the Toronto Board, and 

the Community Bicycle Network, a community organization which had a history of contact 

with the school. The one exception, a theatre troupe Erom the Muhiracial Network on 

Environmental Justice which 1 had recommended to them, was scrutinized by their staff 

advisor: 7s it a professional troupe?" While it was not, the students were able to daim it 

was on the evidence of a 'brofessional-looking" fax from the organization. 

Accurately locating the key sources of power and validity in the school structure, 

the students had aimed for access to formal and officia1 channels, such as sending a 

mailout with report car&, holding a school assembly, inviting academic departments to 

participate in an environment fair, and making announcements over the P.A. system. 

This appmach brought them into more contact-and eonflicb-with the administration and 

teaching staff than the student-aimed activities (such as picking up litter) of the other 

clubs, but it served to increase the* profile and impact dramatically. The response and 

audience they had for the whole school assembly overwhelmed the rest of the Earth 
Week workshops and events which only attracted about a dozen interested students. 

Their teachers and peers congratulated them on theV success, saying how interesting and 

informative the session had been-the best assembly of the year, according to one teacher. 

The students meaaured their success in another way: 

Andrea: 'I'm just happy that no one left. Whenever we have an assembly, if they 
run like 5 minutes over, people are always standmg up to go, but 1 was watchirig 
the audience like a hawk and I didn't see anyone stand up ta go ...l 

1, too, was watching the audience, as well as the club and the teachers, like a hawk. 

Andrea's observations were quite accurate, not only did students not leave early or 

clamour to go when the assembly ran ten minutes over time, more than a dozen students 

crowded the club and speaker at the end, asking questions and expressing interest in the 

club's proposal for a garden. What Andrea failed to mention was the actions and attitudes 

of the teachers that 1 noted in these field notes: 



The auditorium is a classical, Greeidacademia-referenced room, with spiral 
colunuis and fake statues in white tRm on yeIlow walls. Large Canadian and 
Ontario flags are hung on either side of the stage. Portraits of men in acudemic 
gowns Lie the walls, dong with lists of university scholarship recipients. A 
balcony extench up the berk, with seating on three sides of the auditorium. 

More and more students are coming in. The girls stop practising their skit and 
instead go behind a large screen on the stage to finish up. The noise level 
increases with the rush of students. Teachers corne in and gather at the entrance. 
They c d  comrnands down the rows: 'move dom to the end,' 'fill it up.' Students 
try to get seats together: 'how many seats do you have over there?' The mom is 
getting close ta full. The teachers stand by the door, watchuig. Some stand on the 
other side by the other door and a few line the walls up in the balcony-they 
remind me of secwity personnel, lining the walls and guarding the exits and 
entrancss. One young teacher in &nt of me, wearing sandals and shorts, swings 
her keys back and forth into her hand. It even makes me uncornfortable, each 
whack, whack as she catches them in her han& None sit down, even though there 
is an empty seat next to me and elsewhere next to shidents. 

Here the teachers both refused to take on a 'student' position, taking amongst themselves 

on the sidelines rather than attending to the presentation, and assurneci the role of 

security and surveillance personnel, embodying the culture of intimidation which reigned 

in the school. 

Concurrent with their preparations for Earth Week, the students had been 

considering planning a roof-top garden at the school which they announced in principle at 

the school assembly to invite more student involvement. Before they had their 6rst 

planning meeting, however, one of the science teachers came to their club meeting, 

apparently on the invitation of one of the not-so regular attenders who did not show up. 

The entire saga was a demonstration of the unequal power relations between students 

and teachers and 1 would argue it undermines the liberal rhetoric of student 

empowerment expounded by the teachers. When Mr. Scott enters the room, Mr. 

Robinson and 1 are arranging an interview time. Taking me for a student, 1 presume, Mr. 

S m  intemipts the conversation to announce he has been invited to the club meeting, 

but only ha3 half the lunch-hou available: 

Mr. Scott: V o  these meetings last the full lunch h o f l  
Mr. Robinson look at me and together we say "pretty much? 
Mr. Scott: "Maybe today well make it half the lunch." 
Mr. Robinson: 9 just let the -dents go and do what they want to do. I don't run 
the meetings." 
Mr. Scott: Dh. Do they usually corne on the?'' 
Again, Mr. Robinson looks to me as he anmivers "yes." 



We reeume ou.  conversation and the students wander in and &gin ta chat and wait for 

the others to arrive, a little more relaxed this t h e  as it is the week after Earth Week. 

They have planned to discuss how they feel the Earth Week Festival went, but Mr. Sott  

intempts and explah he is "sort of a guest speaker" and doesn't have cime to wait any 

longer. He informs them that the teachers have been discussing their rooftup garden 

proposal in the staffi.oom and he has corne ta tel them he haa a better ides to locate the 

garden in the school yard on the site of the portable which is about to be removed. As he 

elaborates on all the benefits and posaibilities assoaated with the g d e n ,  such ae getting 

senior citizens and other communi~ rnemben involved, Aung-Sun interjects that they had 

'already thought of that." Mr. Scott, referring to his authority as department head, 

continues that he is aware of things going on and knows they would not be able to get 

approval for their rooftop garden--uNo one has told you this because you haven't yet 

submitted an official proposal asking to do this, but there has been a lot of takn-but he 

has already rwi his idea by the principal and she thinks it is "pretty good." 

The students, taken aback and insulted by this appropriation of their project, reply 

quite stitny that they have already prepared a few alternative plans to the rooftop, all of 

which wiU be shared in their meeting with the principal on the following day. 

Mt Scott: 'Oh you have? Weil, now you have another option to consider." 
Mr. Scott then c a r e u y  says how he would appreciate it if they didn't go around 
saying that he told them ai l  this information: '1 just wanted to take this creative 
energy and redirect it in a positive way. 1 didn't want to see it get stifled." 
Andrea. WeU, thanks, Pil pass the information dong to Flo [the student who had 
apparently invited hun.]" 

In mahy ways, MF. Scott had violated the principles of group process which the club has 

established and Andrea's response both brushed him off as not important to their current 

meeüng and reaffirmed their integrity by refusing to take Flo's project away from her, 

like fi. Scott had just done to them. For all the apparent 'supportw of the teachers for 

the idea, they seem to have had little respect for the individual students themselves. And 

the contrast between Mr. Scott's invasion of their space and the extensive preparations 

they cent through to approach him about Earth Week demonstrate their inequality. 

Each üme they had to see him, they would find an affernoon when they all could meet, 

plan to catch him at his class right a f k  school--"don't go to your l&n first" were their 

instructions--and have a written proposal to present. They joked about bringing 

c h d a t e  and finding him in a good mood 

His points made, MF. Scott continues to offer his opinions on the garden, such as 



whether or not vandalism will be a problem--"I've been thinking about it and while 

people might monkey around with it, over t h e  they should get tired of it and think of it as 

that dumb gardenW-and only when he has run through his own prspective on the whok 

thing. does he ask the club about their views. 

Mr. Scott: 'Now I wanted to know, what s û t  of garden were you thinking of? 
Benches and a cute leisure park or a vegetable garden? Because if it was gohg to 
be a vegetable garden you'd have problems with it being raided .. weU, have you 
any idea?" 

Despite his statement that he was there in support of their idea, he ridiculeci what that 
might be, "cute leisure parkw and 'dumb garden," and presumed they have given it less 

thought than he has, 'have you any idea?" With this, Mr. Scott announced he was busy 

and must go and the club returned to their meeting. Dana asks Andrea to relate what 

happened on her trip the previous day to present the petition and letter to the provincial 

Minister of Natural Resources, and then they move on to their original agenda and 

evaluate their Earth Week festival. Mt. Scott appears again the following week, a time 

we have set aside for a discussion for my research. Dana asks him if he is here about the 

garden and when he says 'yes," she mouths quietly to me '1 guess there are two meetings 

going on." Again, the students expressed their resistance to this intrusion and 

interference in subtle, nonconfrontational ways which seem to go almost unnoticed by the 

teachers. 

When the club met for their scheduled meeting to discuss the g d e n  pmject, they 

decideci to proceed cautiously as they had not had enough time to research the options and 

process yet. They agreed to submit a proposal to the principal asking the Board to hold 

off re-sodding the land when the portable is removed, so that the club would have enough 

time to consider whether they want to propose a garden for the site or not. They 

peppered me with questions about the amount of t h e ,  money, and work that would be 

involved, and sources of resourcas, information, and fun- when 1 volunteered that 1 

had some experience with naturalization projects. They were concemed about the long- 

k m  viability of the project and whether they would have a staff advisor to s u p e ~ s e  it, 

knowing that their club advisor would be retiring at the end of the next year. Mi. Scott 

was not mentioned as an alternative, nor did they presume their project would get 

approval on account of his talk with the principal. 

Certainly this teacher was exceptionally rude. Beyond his behaviour though, the 

situation revealed a great deal about the power relations and ehannels of approval within 



the school. When the topic came up in the stafBoorn and teachen were supportive, why 

did none of them approach the club and ask how could they hely? Or offer their 

encouragement? Why did the club need to be kept in the dark about thc technical, 

logistical and administrative barriers to their proposal? Are ail student requests ta the 

principal simüarly prefaced by teacher intervention? Rather than facilitate the students' 

ambitions and analysis, the teachers appeared to work against them and in secrecy fkom 

them. The students wanted the privacy and independence to plan their own projects, yet 

at times requlled and asked for the technical support and influence of the teachers. The 

teachers, by contrast, interfered with the content and process of the projects while 
assuming a stand-ofih appmach to offiaal and public backing and support, such as M r .  

Scott's request for anonymity. 

The students at Central Collegiate complained about a similar dynamic with their 

club advisor. Their project for a rooftop garden was at a stalemate because they could not 

get the Board architect to retwn their c d  and wanted their staff advisor, Mt. Albion, who 

was great for letting them do what they want to do, to throw some weight behind their 

phone c d s  to the Board of Education. 

CL: How is he as a staff advisor? 
Vivian: Mellow. 
Sally: Yeah [laughter]. 
Theresa: Well, he's sort of, eeenh, whatever. He's really good for 'whatever you 
want to do' but. . . 
Vivian: Yeah. 
Theresa: But he's not good at initiating std" 
Sdy Oh yeah, not at all. 
Vivian: He's not there r e d y  . . . 
Theresa: Yeah. Or like helping us like, get ahold of the architect. Because we're 
students and we dont have pull at the Board and we know that [laugh]. So call 
the Board for us, get the name of the architect for us, things like that. 
Sally: And it's not like we're . . . 
Theresa: We're not l a y  floudy], we just . . . 
Sally: Yeah. 
Theresa: . . .we need help. 
Sdy: Yeah. 
Theresâ And we keep hitting brick walls when we try to get it. 

So what lesson is being taught when teachers, in the name of 'empowerment* and 
Ystudent-centred pedagogy," stand aside so that students can -rience the fhtration of 

a bureaucratic hierarchy of power? Are they really teaching that "you can make a 
difference* or that "we wiU d o w  you to make a certain kind of 'Merence' if you submit to 

our d e s  and procedures? Or that, when the initiative fails, it is the students-who 



apparently lack cornmitment, perseverance, and leadership sküls (some of the cornplaints 

voiced by the clubs' advisors)-who fded to make it happa? When the isolated events at 

Devonshire Collegiate are added together--interrogation by the s ta f f  advisor, opposition 

and insults from a departmental meeting, ridicule and interference h11i a 'supportive' 

teacher-a disturbing pichire of the school emerges. Behind the scenes of the liberal- 

humanist service club described in chapter 5 we 6nd a d t u r e  of surveillance and control 

in which teachers are complicit. 

1 argue these students are experiencing the contradiction between the 

participatory, student-centred rhetoric of high school clubs and the structure and function 

of the school as a coercive institution which aims to sustain and legitbate the datus quo. 

The emphasis on avoiding conflict and controversy, evident not only at Devonshire, but 

also Central Collegiate and explicitly stated by the Environmental Education Officer at 

the Board of Education as one of her objectives, is antithetical ta learning and acting for 

social change. More than that, the subtle nature of much of this control, coupled with the 

normalization of surveillance and regdation, makes it difficult for the students and 

kache129 themaelves to identify and name. But as the students took the possibility of 

activism seriously, as they aimed to have a signifïcant impact on school attitudes, practices, 

and culture, they were 'disaplined" and taught their appropriate place. For the ugood" 

students in the environment club, this punishment came in the way of surveillance, 
ridicule, and discouragement rather than explicit force or restra.int. And, as 'good" 

students, they quietly--strategicdy--msumed their appropriate place. None of these 

incidents blew up into conflict; in each case, the students learned how to appropriately 

negotiate between their goals for independence and environmental change and what the 

administration and teachers indicated were acceptable kundaries, becoming more and 

more cautious-and politically astute-over time. To d e r  again to Eckert's (1989) parallel 

between school clubs and the corporate workplace, this process of internalization of 

noms reflects the social relations which govern upper-level white collar work where 

employees are given a certain degree of autonomy and control over their work and 

expected to "regdate their own behaviour." 1 do not know what would have happened if 

they had not censored and moderated their activism; they may well have been wor- 

fkom an accurate estimation of the threat they faced. Andrea, at least, was acting under 

the perception that the authority of the school was backed up by the authority of the 

police. Perhaps more than an education in enhnmental issues and action, the students 



were receiving an education in ïnsider' political work; learning the strategies for achieving 

one's political goals w i t h  mainstream institutions and bureaucraties. 

Conclusions 

In the enthusiasm of the Devonshire Collegiate environment club, 1 thought 1 saw 
and felt the k s t  steps of politicization, of activism, of organizing for change. What 1 

cannot explain is why the students at Devonshire Collegiate pushed the boundaries of 

authority when the other clubs in my study did not. 1 can ody speculate that these 

students came together at a time when each was open to puestioning and caring and 

doing, and together they created an exceptional, exciting moment of learning which, at 

least so far, they are convinced will stay with them as they pursue their '%Monm and 

agenda into the next schwl year and join environmental activist groups in university. 

Perhaps such moments have occurred at the other schools, but have been lost as students 

gradueted or as the bureaucracy wore them dom. The teacher claimed this was the nrst 

t h e  this parücular school had spawned such an 'active" club. When and how it wi l l  

happen egain, I cannot predict. More predictable perhaps is the reaction of the school 

bureaucracy to the freshness of genuine student activism. Giroux (1983) states that 

'domination and power represent a 'silent' motif of school Me" (66). As the students 

began to challenge the lack of environmental courses and practices within the school and 

to m a t e  theY own couter-pedagogy, these relations were exposed as relations of power 

and authority. While I was disturbed to observe how the students mediated the 

regdatory structures and interventions by submission and accommodation, it seems this 

strategy was effective in achieving their goals. The school ethic of avoiding contlict and 

controversy was gradudy adopted by the students who became cautious about taking up 

complex issues for fear of students takmg sides. At the same t h e ,  the students' 

encounter with authoriw seemed to further politicize them, strengthening their resolve to 

rem& active in environmental concerns in university and making them much more 
aware of institutional resistance to change. 



Viïï yHoW ta Save the E d a  Earth Day, Recycling and Liberal Guiit 

7 get offerided by cover sheets." 
Vivian, Central Coliegiate 

Consistently, environmentdy-consciou9 teachen and students and high school 

environment clubs set up and maintain recyciing programmes in their schools. Wasting 

papa was considered one of the most serious environmental problems within the four 

environment clubs-a veritable sin-and recycling the foundational atep to a greener 

school. Why has this one action, out of so many possible directions a club could take, 

assumed such prominence? Whose interests and experiences does the recycling agenda 

serve and reflect? To what kind of socid, political and cultural changes does it 

contribute? In this chapter, 1 discuss the environmental discomes and politics which 

emerged in the clubs, considering their political ideologies and effectivenese as well as the 

different cultural and class dimensions which shaped them. 1 explore how the recycling 

phenomenon is consistent with the mainstream liberal discourse of environrnentalism, 

prevalent in newspapers, pop environmental books, children's TV shows, and 

government educational materials, and 1 argue this discourse, marked by moral 

pronouncements and simple solutions, daims to 'save the earthn while maintainhg the 

socid statu quo. 

Recycling rnah euery day #Earth &yw in the school.. 

Earth Day 1970 has been plugged as the origin of contemporary 

environmentalism, though at the time it was dismissed by civil rights, antiwar, and 

environmental radicals as reformist and perhaps even a ploy to distract political attention 

from class inequities, racial conflict, and the Vietnam War (Darnovsky 1992; Dowie 1995). 

But as an awareness-raising spectacle, the original Earth Day was spectacularly 

successful, prompting an unprecedented 20 million people to gather at rallies and teach- 
ins in what Dowie (1995) terms 'the largest oneday outpowing of public support for any 

social cause in American histofl (24). And it was followed by an impressive era of 

legislative reform in both the United States and Canada, bitterly opposed and countered 

by resource companies, corporate managers, and government bureaucrats, untii 
practieally halted with the rise of neo-ninservatism. A state- and corporate-funded, 

nonconbontational, public relations opportunity fimm the outaet, Earth Day has becorne 



more and more commercialized over time, with Earth Day 1990 commonly mndemned as 

a eorporate greenwash (Damovsky 1992; Dowie 1995; Luke 1997). Yet its popular image 

looms large in mainstream consciousness, remembered long after the Brundtland Report 

and the Rio Summit lie forgotten, ritualized as a children's celebration: Boy Scouts 

planting trees for a green future (Coleman 1994). 

Recycling enjoys a similar prominence within mainstream consciousness and 

practice. Recycling was first attempted in the late 19609, but most initiatives fded  by the 

mid-1970s due to la& of government support and lack of a market for used materials 

(Macdonald 1991). Macdonald (1991) repeats a truism of the environmental movement 

when he States that recycling was only a small part of the environmental agenda on 

waste, 'eliminating the production of waste in the first place-reduction-was always the 

top prîority, followed by re-uaew (208). But somewhere dong the line, recycling, clearly 

the least significant of these steps towards eliminating massive mnsumption and material 
wask, becarne the most pmrninent. Macdonald (1991) painstakingly traces th& history in 

Ontario to the aluminum industry 's successful lobby ta remove hard-won legislatîon 

regdating re-use in favour of recyciuig. Offering to heavily subsidize a cupbsîde Blue Box 

programme,E the aluminum industry gained access to the soft druik market and the 

Ontario government lined the requirement on refïllable glass boales: image won out over 

substance. While almost a religion in middle class suburbîa, the environmental benefits 

of recycling are hotly contested among environmentalists. Macdonald (199 1) documents 

that 2 million Ontario households had blue boxes by 1990 which cumulatively diverted 2% 

of  the province's waste from landfills, while using more energy, producing more 

pollution, and generating more waste in the process. Most importantly, while the 

recycling of post-consumer waste is ueudy--though not unequivocally-a better option 

than not, it "does nothing to alter the fundamentally antiecological qualities of production 

in contemporary capitalist society" (Luke 1997, 135). Indeed Luke (1997) suggests 

recycling provides "the symbolic and substantive means to rationaüze resource use and 

cloak eoflsu~llerism in the appearance of ecological activism" (134). 

Schools, in parücular, seem to have been qui& to jump onto the recycling and 

Earth Day bandwagons, pulled into eco-service by concemed parents and teachers, 

16 Largely unnoticed by the Ontario population is the industry's pull-out h m  
subsidization, sanctioned by the Hanis government in 1996, which threatens to end 
many wbside recyciing programmes in the province as the full costs are downloaded 
onto muniapalities (CIELAP 1996). 



zealous kids, and, in Toronto, an increasingly sympathetic school board. The creation of 

environmental studies curridum, the Toronto Board's environmental network, and the 

environment clubs all date to the period 1988-1990 when recycling and Earth Day, as well 

as myriad environmental disasters and scientific revelations, soared into popular 

consciousness. Most schools attempt to celebrate Earth Day, at a minimum making 

announcements of eco-tips each morning over the school P A  system (this was discussed 

in ail four clubs), sometimes organizing tree planting or recycling sessions, or  other 

awareness-raising or community service activities. The history of many environmentai 

clubs and indeed, three of the four in my study, begins with a recycling programme. In 

the fourth school, a teacher other than the club advisor had arranged for the 

administration ta mn a recycling programme and so 1 am not sure whether this began 

before, aiter, or concurrently with the mation of the club. 

"In the beginning too, we wanted to star t  a Blue Box programme and a litter 
programme. ... And the k t  couple of years, the environmental class actuaily went 
around and emptied the Blue Boxes once a week. ... We've got new types of 
containers now and the caretalcers look aRer that. Initidy we did paper recyciing 
[tool, where we separated the coloured, the white, the newsprint and everything 
else and we had bins for that which the kids would empty into once a week. And, 
we still keep up with that, there's one person who [is] elected or chosen per class 
and they're responsible for bringing the material down once a week and disposing 
of it." (Teacher at Devonshire Collegiate) 

They were interesteci in doing something and we didn't know where to start, so we 
started with recycling and that's what we did." [emphasis in voicel 
(Teacher at Wychwood Tech) 

'...it was more to do something with the recycling, you know, at least to start 
something. The problem was the first year we did it, that's all we did. And 
everybody saw us as recyclers. We went around fimm floor to flwr and picked up. 
Everybody left their bins out in the hall and we went through al l  the bins. ..At was 
fun at the beghming, you know, it was doing something and all that sort of  SM, 
but then it sort of became pretty old, fast. ... And it's hstrating too because 
... everybody's attitudes towards aetually using the recyclmg bins is very Merent. 
We did lots of work trying to get, making sure everybody had green bins and then 
you'd find them being used to cart home s t u f f  and, er, you know, full of something 
they're not supposed to be full of." (Teacher at Wychwood Tech) 

CL: When did Riverside f h t  have an environment club? 
T: Eight, nine, years ago. ... Recycling became the bandwagon of the Board and 
dammit, we were going to have vibrant recychng programmes and it was mandated 
that every schwl should have a recycling committee. And it was largely, if not 
wholly, a teacher initiative. ... FrankIy I dont remember if it started with me or not 
But certainly when 1 got involved, 1 said this is nonsense. 1 want kids involved. ... I 
dont believe in the recyciing programme. I belîeve it's a scam. ...[ But] 1 did see the 



point in getting kids involved, because it's something and it was easy to get them 
involved in, relatively easy. Um, just hasm't been effective. 
(Teacher at Riverside Tech) 

The rationale for takhg on recycling as a school projeet Cia very nicely with the liberal 

'indiVidua1 empowerment" goal of school clubs. Over and over, the teachers mentioned 

how recycling was easy ta do and something workable to &art with so that the club would 

be 'doing somethmg." Not mentioned by the teachen explicitly, but a significant aspect of 

the "ease" of recycling is the lack of controversy surrounding recycling. While some 

teachers, administrative staff and students might be 'lazy" or 'not care enough" to 

participate, few people would dispute the merits of recycling. The teacher at Riverside 

was alone in his critique and in fact was hstrated that the students in his club wanted to 

do recycling regardless. 

1 first came across the recychg phenomenon at three student environmental 

conferences organized in the Toronto area in 1997 and 1998, prior to starting my research. 

In roundtable sessions, students shared their frustrations at getting recycling up and 

running and insisted that it was most important to get recychg going before starting any 
other projects, such as hindraisuig or naturaüzation. Recycling was not approached by 

the students--and maybe not even the teachers-as just one of many environmental 

actions which could be taken, nor was it presented as a practice which should be discussed 

or debated because of its dubious environmental (not to say political) benefits. Rather, 

the environmental value of recyclmg was taken as hth; it was considerd foundational to 

environmental action and an indicator of the ugree~ess* of the school. Both the students 

and teachers' ideal green school was fiamecl amund recycling, litter and Earth Day, the 

mainstays of liber al apolitical enviromentalism: 

'My ideal would be to see every room with recycling as second nature, every time 
there's Earth Week and Wildlife week and all that std€, it's a school-wide thing 
that not just eight people in the eco-club are trying to get through to 8,000 
[exaggeration]. It's more that, you know, people are involved that way. I'd like to 
see events where students are out there like cleaning up the grounds and actually 
looking after the flowerbeds" 
(Teacher at Wychwood Tech) 

W e  wanted to even some day in the friture have a Devonshire dean-up day, 1 
guess, so we could all go out and pick up garbage, but we haven't gotten there. We 
thought more in terms of what we would do for Earth Week because, o r  Earth 
Day, that was our highlight of the year, 1 guess." 
(Student at Devonshire Collegiate) 



The Earth Day and recycling trends have not only been picked up because they are easy 

handa-on projects for a group of students to take on, but have come to represent and, in 

some cases, replace, environmental issues broadly. For example, when I asked the 

students and teachers about environmental issues generally, most immediately started to 

talk about recycluig or litter: 

CL: So you think, you're saying not a lot of people were listening? What's the 
general atmosphere do you think in the school towards environmental stun? 
Wendy: Ignorance. 
Theresa: Oh, 1 dont know. We have a paper, a fme paper recycling programme 
every Friday. It's a schoolwide thmg, with every classroom. 
Sally: Yeah, but 1 mean wdk through the halls at lunchtirne, walk outside and, 
you know, the paper and h g s  . . . 
Wendy: The fields are totally disgustuig. 
Theresa: Oh yeah, people don't understand the concept of not littering. 
Wendy: You know what Pve actually seen, like someone, and even my science 
teacher was talking about it this morning, like someone is drinkuig a can of pop or 
whatever and there's like a recycluig bin over there maybe 10 feet away, [but] 
nobody walks over. It goes in the garbage can. 1 don't thllik people understand. 1 
don't know . 

Some students did not seem to be able to identify any other environmental issues. During 

a failed brainstorming session at Rivenide Tech, 1 tried repeatedly to move the 

conversation away from recyciing to other environmental issues. 

CL: If you came to the school üust as] next year students will come, and there was 
an active environment club, what do you think it would be do-? 
Vinod: They would put white paper into the white basket and coloured paper into 
the coloured ... naughter], you know they have yellow coloured paper and knowing 
that you have to put in this one. they put it in the other bin and b e y  you recycle 
the stuff and sort it out. 

In the fragment of dialogue below, we had just been taiking at length about their 

recyciing efforts and the possibility of collecting paper from the computer rooms that has 

only been used on one side: 
CL: What about any other issues? Maybe either within the school or outside the 
schml, just because you needn't only focus on what's happening hem. 
[pause] 
Vinod: Well, the main issue 1 think is, uh, the wastage of paper. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Vin& As we already said, in the computer mms . . . 
CL: Yeab, 
Vin& . . . that, that's a big issue. 1 think we should do it 

Again, when 1 tried to explore other possibiiities, they returned their attention to 



CL: What aboüt field trips, would you like to go see some places, to see what's 
going on in the city, whether it's problematic for the city or good environmental 
initiatives? The Body Shop, for example, has an amazing eco-plant. They use this 
kind of marsh as a way of treaüng all the waste they praduce and they do regular 
tours of the plant. Or there are . . 
Jing-wen: 1 think 1 would Like to see the recyciing centre. 
CL: Yeah. 
Jing-wen: And actually see how they recycle. 

Finally 1 realized 1 was missing their points completely and that they had very little 

knowledge about environmental issues at ail. Recycling was literdly the extent of their 

f d a r i t y  with environmental activism. 

At one level, this trend may be sad but not surprishg given the effort industry, 

municipal government, and the schools have put into promoting recychg and Earth Day. 
Indeed, members of ail the clubs made frequent references to elementary school and 

home curbside recycling as key infiuences on their environmentalism. 

'...most of the stuff comes natural to me because, like, ever since elementary 
school, ... like they've kind of been, like they pound us with all that stuff, so it's 
like, it's you know, to me it's logic, but to some people who have never been 
exposed to those thugs then you think it's really new. But to me, 1 dont know, 
when you think about it, it's redy logic, like you dont have to do, have to do that 
much work to, you know, help the environment." (Student at Devonshire 
Collegiate) 

This discussion at Central Collegiate brought out the common experiences the students 

had s h d  in their different elementary schools: 

Sally: 1 remember it beiag, it was so, it permeated everythuig. 
Vivian: I t  was ingrained, yeah. 
Sally: I don% know if it was just that ten years when things started happening, 
but... 
Vivian: . . .like 1 was in grade, in junior schwl and.. . 
CL: Tt' meaning? 
Saily: Yeah, I was gonna elaborate 1 just can't think of the wor cl... 
Theresa: . . .environmental consciousness. 
Sally: Yeah. In school they started talking about.. . 
Vivian: Yeah. 
Sally: ... the ozone layer. 1 knew what the ozone layer was before 1 knew what. .. 
Theresâ Like in grade three, like grade 2. 
Vivian: Yeah. 
Sally: And I was part of recyclers at my Junior School. 
Theresa: The recycle=? 
Sally: Yup, that's what we were. And we planted gardens and naturalized the 
school, and, even in grade 8, in grade 7 and 8, in m y  junior school, we had paper 
recyciins- 
Theresa: Oh yeah, we had that. 



Sally: We were redy into that, and we celebrated Earth Day. 
Theresa: We weren't allowed to recycle a piece of paper that wasn't used on both 
sides. It was, iike, a rule. [emphasis in voicel 
Sally: You're kidding! 
Theresx Yeah. 
Sdy: That's great. 
Theresa: It waa a rale in the school and that's why when I carne to Central and all 
the teachers were like 'you have to write on one side of the paper and no- else' 
[mimicking a strict voice], 1 was like [in a feeble tone] '1 can't, 1 can't do it' 
[laughter 1. It's going against everythmg [laughter]. 
Saily Wow! That's a good sbry. 
Theresa: Yeah, 1 was really offended. 

One of the teachers concurred: 

'...some of the shiff has been done to death, like, in public schoois they've been 
lectured to about recycling and stuff like that.. ." 

The symbolic language of violence and authority-des, Lpound us," "ingrained? k t u r e d  

tow-4s  likely signifcant as students have felt pressured and moralized into eco-friendly 

behaviour and indicates some uneasiness with and awareness of the marketing and 

evangelism of 'environmental education." And yet the students o h n  assumed the same 

tone of moral authority and instrumentalized encouragement when re-presenting 

envimnmentaüsm to their peers. 

Closely linked to the discourse of recyckng were references to guilt, litter, habit, 

and moral judgements as the following exchange reveals. 
Be*: 1 think you just and you get used to it; it's part of who you are and you can't 
really change it. 1 mean, it's almost like a habit, you just do it, We, you don't even 
think about it, Like you know, üke recycling in Toronto. A lot of people would try 
to hold on to it [Le. a can or bottle] until, you know, they see a recychg bin, 
because it's a habit. They know it's bad to just throw it away. 
Dana: It's subconsaous. It's like guilt [she laughs]. 
Beîh Yeah. 
Danâ Everyone will be on your back. 
Be& Yeah. 
Dana: 1 think recyciuig in Toronto is pretty successful. 
Beth: Yeah. 
D m  We're pretty &an. 

As weU. as suggesting that environmentd problems have simple, easy solutions whose 

success rely on more and more people getting into the Babit," this discourse moralizes 

"environmental" behaviour into u g ~ d w  and %ad" practices monitored and judged by the 

popular majority, 'everyone," if not by one's own conscience. Just as this morality i s  

"pounded" into them in elementary school, they saw their role as environment club as the 



school's eco-poiice, though carefully couched in "awareness-raising" language of 

uencouraging" people to adopt the right habits: 

Vivian: ... you know, like, gohg around guilting people is not really a solution. 1 
think that's like, that's really, 1 thllik sometimes that's used too ofkm 
Sally: Yeah. 
Vivian: It's redy  the way we have to change thuigs W .. . 
Sally Showhg how easy things can really be. 
Theresa: Yeab. 
Vivian: Like if people get used to it, they get used to just dohg it, then ... 
Theresa: People get involved. 
Sally: Yeah. 
Vivian: You can't expect everyone to be an activist, you can't expect everybody to 
C a m .  
Sdy :  But if you stick it in someone's head, you know, just as a habit. 
Vivian: But if you do it the nice easy, subtle way. 
Sally: Just do it! (laugh] Nike, right? [laughter]. 
. . . 
Sdy: 1 think the main reason ITm into this k h d  of d i s  out of habit, seriousfy. 
Theresa: Oh, yeah. 
Sally: Like ifs sad, but it's true. Cause that's just how 1 was raised 
Theresa. Yeah, 1 was involved when 1 was little and I thirzk 1 grew up in a school 
atmosphere where, uh, recyciing, and everythuig else.. . 

Remarkably disempowering in its admonition to 'stick it inw people's heads, the reference 

to moral authority codd be read both as a radical reversal of the values underlying the 

antiecological status quo and as the reconfiguration of envimnmentalism as a dominant 

hegemony, not social movement. 

1 argue that the continued references to cleanüness and litter are not an indication 

of confusion and incomplete knowledge, but demonstrate how the clubs' 

environmentaüsm is Cramed in the moral terms of 'ciean" and "dirty." Students and 

teachers alike often equated the importance of recycling with cleaning up litter. 

Similarly, one student used 'cleanünessw and 'greenw interchangeably 
l eah ,  I guess we, as a club, we cm maintain or encourage that clean, cleanliness 
of the school and that weTre green." 

Yet when asked about environmental issues, most could speak cogently about the need 

for resource conservation and waste reduction; even the group 1 felt were least 

knowledgable linked the need for recyciuig to the rationale, "because we don't want to cut 

down any trees, right?" The references to litter and cleanliness were almost unconscious 

slips used when talking about the club and the focus of theh  envimnmentalism 

generdy, not amund specinc issues, and are remarkably consistent with mainstream 



environmental discourse. In her analysis of how environmentalism is marketed to 

children, King (1995) notes how children's environmental books corne in two genres: 

midde class morality tales and simple solutions for saving the pla.net. Drawing on Kmg's 

(1995) critica! andy3is of liberal envhnmental discourse, 1 argue that there is more to 

the recycling-Earth Week phenornenon than just excessive promotion and popularity. 

First, the 1990s manifestations of Earth Day and recycluig are emblems of the pseudo- 

empowerment discourse of 'personal lifestyle environmentalism," also known as green 

consumerism,l7 which has marked the mainstreaming of environmentalism. Second, the 

morality tale places an emphasis on guilt which diffuses responsibility into *eveiyone's 

and no one's 'real' fault" (King 1995, 51). Lastly, the tendency for recycling to be equated 

with litter clean-ups hinb at how mainstream environmentalism is, above all, a discourse 

of cleanliness and good order: the neat rows of subwban lawns sporthg matchllrg blue 

boxes jammed fidl of glass, plastics and paper become the revised--eco-fiendly-amiddle 

class nom. 

The Simplest of Solutions: Green Consumerism 

Luke (1997) refers to Earth Day as the uholiday" of green consumerism and 

recycüng its most pervasive 'environmental action." Their common premise is elaborated 

in the introduction to the best-selling 50 Simple Things You Can Do To Save the Earth, 

one of many green how-to manual which rose to prominence during the marketing of 

Earth Day 1990: 

Like few books in th is  decade have ever done, 50 Simple Things empowers 
the individual to get up and do something about global environmental 
problems. No point in letting the news reports and magazine average drive 
you to despair, even the most intractable environmental solutions march 
toward a solution when everyday people get involved. (EarthWorks Group 
1989,6) 

The eco-niendly lifestyle ïnovementn argues that our personal actions and Mestyles have 

environmental implications and by assuming responsibility for our choiees in the grocery 
store, in the kitchen, and at the eurbside, we can "make a difference.* By recyciuig our 

17 1 prefer to refer to this trend as *lifestyle activismn rather than green consumeriSm 
to acknowledge the good (though misguided) intentions behind this approach and 
narrow the use of the 'green conswneriem" label to actions specincdy targeting 
consumer practices (which technically does not inchde recychg or composting), 
though 1 agree in principle that the entire approach cunstitutes green consumerism. 



pop cans, composting kitchen swaps, turning off lights, and using baking soda instead of 

toxîc household deaners, and another 46 or 96 or 996 other simple, easy, little actions in 

our daily lives, we can live lightsr on the Earth. Appealing to the ordinzry person, 

concerned yet busy and overextended, ecolifestyle activism presents itself as a grassmots 

revival of popular democracy-wdemocracy" packaged for convenience in a convonience 

society . 
On one hand, the attention to connections between personal lifestyle and political 

structures reflects the feminist insight that the 'personal is political" and could expose 

how extensively economic rationalization structures the personal lives of individuals in a 

The ways that material weaith is produced, distributed, and consumed al l  
represent the outcome of innumerable depoliticized technical decisions 
made by product designers, industrial engineers, corporate managers, 
public administrators, and marketing executives, dl stnving to attain the 
most rational solutions to their respective technical challenges for the 
economy's abstract machines. ... Larger cultural trends, then, in global 
economic and social rationalization tend to proceed apace without any 
popular representation in the procesees of their instrumental or 
substantive determination. (Luke 1997,1151 

Ecolifestyle activism, however, does not pretend to an analysis of power relations, but 

limits its goals to re-a4justing consumer tastes to the responsibie and m a l  Mestyles of 

yesteryears, implicitly acknowledging the =al powerlessness of consumen. While the 

recipe list of eco-friendly Jeaners and composting techniques are regularly followed by 

the disclaimer that personal actions are Ihot enough," Külingsworth and Palmer (1992) 

point out how such other steps are never elaborated. The green how-to manual %nits its 

goals to developing a protopolitical ethos within its readership, a nebulous or malleable 

consciousness of the need for political action, the exact nature of which is not yet as clear 

as the need for personal actions" (Külingsworth and Palmer 1992,394). 

Ignored, forgotten, obscured is the history and power of mass marketing: 'how 

corporate capital, big government, and professional experts pushed the practices of the 

throwaway affluent society on consumers aRer 1945 as a political strategy to sustain 

economic growth, forestall mass discontent, and empower scientific authority" (Luke 1997, 

128). "People did choose to Live this way," Luke (1997) concedes, %ut their choices were 

made from a very narrow array of alternatives presented to them as rigidly structured, 

prepackaged menus of very limited options'' (128). Whiie it is true that uevery aspect of 

our lives has some environmental impact," ecolifestyle activism diffuses responsibility, in 



the great tradition of liberal pluralism, to "everyone." Agency is obscured as generic 

people, each in their d d y  routine, are seen to be cumulatively causing environmedal 

crisis. Social ecologist Murray Bookchin (19Wj rages his contempt for t;is discourse in the 

following anecdote: 

I decided to ask him [a Californian Green] a blunt question: uwhât do 
you think is the cause of the present ecological crisis?" His answer was very 
emphatic: 'Human beings! People are responsible for the eeologicd crisis!" 

'Do you mean that people such as blacks, women, and the oppressed 
are causing ecological imbalances--not corporations, agribusiness, niüng 
elites, and the State?" 1 asked with complete astonishment. 

Tes, people!" he answered even more heatedly. uEveyone! They 
overpopulate the earth, they pollute the planet, they devour its resourcea, 
they are greedy." (9, emphasis in onginal) 

Luke (1997) provides a more considered critique: the shift in rhetoric to individual 

'empowerment" cloaks the parallel shift in focus fkom production to consumption, 

releasing big business and the state boom their bcological enemies" labels and easing the 

pressure on environmental legislative reform. These 'iinbelievably easf solutions speak 

more to soothing middle class guilt than transforming social, political, and economic 

structures (Luke 1997,119). 

The reduction of complex, institutional and structural problems with social, 

economic, and ecological dimensions to simple, easy individual solutions is a 

depoliticization of environmental issues to technical pmblems and of democratic citizens 

to consurners. Referred to as uenvironmental citizenshipw on an Environment Canada 

website, the government presents an ecolifestyle/green consumerism slant to 

As Canadians, it is our responsibility to care for the environment. It's a h  in 
our best interest. Many Canadians have already put their concern about the 
environment into action: recycling is a good example. But we need to do 
much more, and get everyone involved. 

The challenge of learning about and protecting the environment may at 
fist seem ovemhelmîng [as] environmental issues are often complex. But 
there are simple things that everyone can do to benefit the planet and 
themselves. The key is to Btart small and go fkm there! 

Begin with your personal Me ... (Environment Canada 1998) 

In the age of the Atlantic cod moratarium, the Clayquot Sound logging protests, Pacific 

salmon disputes, native land claims fought through protests and boycotts, negligence and 

corruption in the nuclear industry, multinational trade agreements, and widespread 



environmentai deregulation, the invitation to "begin with your personal Me" appears 

disturbingly antidemocratic. For Environment Canada, the ideal 'environmental citizenw 

is not a politically-astute, knowledgeable, actively-engaged individual who atterds public 

hearings, participates in citizehs' groups, traces environmental conaequences to individ~al, 

corporate, and government agency, and mites regular letters t o  her member of 

parliament, but someone who %eep[s] water in the nidge instead of letting the tap mn to 

let it get cold," 'take[s] short showers and use[s] a low-flow showerhead" and diligently 

performs the other equally banal items on the ten-point quiz of good citizenship. What 

better tactic to divert criticism from government policy than to re-construct the problem 

as the collective fault of all Canadians and to download the responsibility onto individuals, 

not the government. And yet this discourse of individual blame and responsibility finds 

resonance in middle class sensibiüties, where it has been taken up as a moral cnisade in 

support of a cause-when abstracted from agency and consequences-no caring person 

could oppose. Who could be against %e environment" or, even worse, 'Mother Earth. 

The environment clubs proved to  be excellent examples of this tendency, often 

mimicking and m o d e h g  their awareness-raising agendas on the green how-to manuals 

and repeating slogans of individual empowerment. This student, for example, saw the 

goal of her club in tems of passing on the green consumerism message: 

1 think the, uh, like, a part  for us is to try to show them, those who aren't really, 
who are narrow-minded and are stubborn, to show them how easy it is to actudy 
make a ciifference, or a slight difierence, you know, just by recycling or something. 
It doesn't take all that much and that's just all we have to show, to be an example 
to them, 1 think that's important." 

They assumeci the guilt of eco-irresponsibilitp 

7 feel bad, that you know, there is stuff'just, like there's such easy s t u f f  we could 
do and then, but then i t  just doesn't end up being done. Like making i t  clear where 
the bottles and the cans are supposed to, can be recycled, because 1 know that 1 
didn't even h o w  that there was a place." 

The following passages taken almost verbatim h m  the book, 50 Simple Things Kids Can 

Do To Save the Earth, were part of a quick discussion at Wychwwd Tech to plan their 

Earth Week moming announcements: 

Ms. Shaw: OK. So, alright, Rebecca, tell them what you have. 
Rebecca: OK. Urn, one of them is, um, [reading fkom a s m d  wire notebook] we 
use over 65 billion aluminuni cans every day and we should recycle every one of 
them. Um, we use a billion, a billion of feet of paper towel every year. That's a lot 
of trees. Believe it or not, worms can help solve our trash problem, by turning our 
garbage into mulch. Now we churn out 28 billion bottles and jars every year. Um, 



Americans buy 500 W o n  disposable l ighte~ every year. That's a million pounds 
of plastic made by factories. Just so grown-ups can t h w  the3 away. hericans 
use 2.5 billion plastic bottles every hour, cm you believe it? 
. . * 
Ms. Shaw: And then ... there's suggestiom you can use at home. Composting 
kitchen scraps and yard waste. Take your own shopping bag to the grocery sûre, 
Rght? Make notes on the back of smap paper, um, re-use, use re-usable razors 
instead of disposable ones. Go to garage sales for household needs ùistead of 
buying new. Use a thermos rather than dnnkuig boxes or pop bottles. Take a 
lunch box or bag instead of plastic, um plastic containers sort of thuig. Recycle 
h e  paper and when you buy fsuits and vegetables, instead of using the üttle bags, 
bring your o m  bags. So there are dflerent ideas like that. So, maybe we should 
have an announcement and then a handy hint or sometbmg. 

Not only are al1 of these suggestions personal rather than political actions, the 

instrumental "we should" language reduces activism to appropriate habitiformation which 

again raises the question of how such actions could be "empowering." The assumption 

that those who do not participate are harrow-minded" and 'stubbornw or need simple, 

Bow-tow instructions is a common response to citizen and adolescent apathy. This 

patronking tone and moral rhetoric of good and bad eco-citizens undermines the liberal 

rhetoric of empowement, revealing it to be but a code of appropriate eco-behaviour 

which people are 'empoweredw to emdate. As Killingsworth and Palmer (1992) point 

out, instrumental discourse raises the spectre of social control and manipulative politics," 

by obscuring the agent giving instruction, the rationale behind the action, and possible 

alternatives ta that partidar action (390). 

I would not suggest that the teachers and students in the environment clubs did 

not have a more sophisticated environmental analysis. Indeed 1 could offer an equal 

number of quotes which reveal concerns about technology and big business and 

government inaction. However, green consumerism was unquestionably the most 

common and most cornfortable discourse adopted. Most other anaiyses were offered in 

private conversation, when speeincally prompted by my questions, or wïth some form of 

hesitancy. An example here is the following dialogue where the students slipped in and 

out of the green c011sumerism discourse: 

Wendy: ... like aven planting trees. 1 went out planting trees and that was, 1 felt 
like 1 redy  did somethuig. 
Vivian: [inaudible]. 
Wendy. Yeah, 30, and it was hui too, Like, dinerent fkom schwl. Yeah, it's just 
hm, just seeing all the things that are happening and Pm not going to Say the 
govenunent [drops her voice here so that it's almost inaudible], but [loudly] 
THMGS ARENT BEING DONE about it, you know, I thought maybe, yeah, 



putting some paper t~wels in a rumposter will do something about it [shz is sort of 
laughing, almost like she is dismissing her own enthusiasm and hope], you know, 
like, 1 mean, it's something. 
Theresa: And i t  helps a little, for sure. 
Wendy: Yeah, yeah. 

Wendy starts by a f b n ï n g  the empowerment aspect of environmental aetivism--planting 

trees on Earth Day with the local Rotary Club made her feel good about her contribution 

to ecological social change. But then when she considers the impact of composting the 
paper towels, she seems to question or undermine her own hope, realizing the gap 

between this small action and the lager issues under the control of the govemment. She 

falters with the half-belief 'it's somethuig" and is re-affirmeci by another club member 

that yes, these small actions al1 help, reinforcing the mainstays of liberal 

environmentalism. Her explicit avoidance of naming political agency and responsibility, 

both in the phrase T m  not going to say" and the &op in her voice demonstrates her 

awareness of some, internalized or enforced, guidelines which contain this discourse to 

abstract "thuips" rather than (ir)responaible institutions and individuah. 

Libeml Guilt: An Environmental Momlity Tale 

'It's too much guilt to carry mund with you and remember 'yeah, in grade 8,1 used 
to throw my wrappers on the ground." 
Sdy, Central CoUegiate 

This seemingly ndicdous comment is mirrored in a children's environmental 

storybook titled Just a Dream . King (1995) describes the story as a tautionary tale with 

an environmental moral" where "a boy who thoughtlessly tosses a waxed paper doughnut 

wrapper on the ground [learns] to regret the dire consequences of this wanton act of 

ecological destruction" (31). The Little white, middle clam, suburban pmtagonist, Walter, 

is tormented in his sleep by images of 'toasters and toilets and big bags of garbage 

bury[ing] his neighbourhood in a mountain of trash" until he resolves to pick up his Etter, 

allowing him future nights of peaceful, pastoral dreams (King 1995, 32). According to 

King (1995), Just a Dream is typical of an entire genre of children's literature, the 

environmental morality tale. King (1995) maintaine that the essence of the liberal 
morality tale is the contradictmy embraœ of the need to 'save the e d ' '  while continuing 

to support the social and emnomic status quo, which serves to mythologize the causes of 



environmental crisis into a moral, rather than politicd issue. " The 'save the earth* 

rhetoric of enrimnment clubs is as much a discourse of moralitj- as it is of consumerism 

and deserves similar deconstruction. 

Childrcn are one of the environmental movoment's most poignant syrnbols: the 

quality of our children's future is regularly invoked for moral persuasion to the 

environmental cause. More insidiously, the child-transformed into target audience-has 

also become central to green consumerism, as cartoons, children's books and games 

appropriate environmental themes and messages in the guise of 'education" As King 

(1995) points out, telling "children, a social category by definition powerless in myriad 

ways, ...to Save the planet seemed utterly contradictory, yet everywhere 1 looked the 

message was going out to kids that their job is to solve envimnmental crisis" (2). 

Underlying the exploitation of children and environmentalism in the consumerist 

discourse is the displacement of responsibility for the future from current policy makers 

and citizens onta the shoulders of children and their mothers. As Kuig (1995) notes, the 

most racist elements of this discourse are the mass depictions of African chüdren facing 

civil war or famine as symbola of Third World overpopulation: they are constructed as the 

literal embodiment of the environmental crisis. Just a Drerrm, of course, never leaves the 

security of the middle class North American suburb and the stmy ends with the uhappy" 

ending of a more secure middle class home, m u n d e d  by green grass and tall, mature 

txees. 

The überal morality tale not only exploita the image of the vulnerable child, but 

distorts the political message of environmentalism in an ironie twist which depicts the 

chîld as villain--dropping a piece of litter-who must leam what is good and bad eco- 

behaviour. It is an easy lesson passed dong to and taken up by ehildren: 

'1 remember in elementary school, everyone talks about you know if an adult 

By critiquing moralized environmentaüsm, I do not wish to suggest that there is no 
ethical dimension to environmental issues. Indeed, the instrumentalism. or economic 
rationalization, of late industrial capitalism and the modern bureaumatic nation-state 
which separates ethics h m  science, technology, and economics underlies the anti- 
ecological basis of our present social, political and economic structures, as numeroua 
theorists point out (see social critics, philosophers, and environmental thinkers as 
diverse as Marcuse and the Franknirt School's critique of the Enlightenment, 
Heidegger, Neil Evernden, Langdon Winner, Arne Naess, and ecofeminists such as 
Carolyn Merchant and Swan G e ) .  Liberal envimnmentalism, however, merely 
names"peoplem as the source of this ethical dilemma in a revived version of humanity's 
" t r a c  flaw.. 



throws a can into the garbage cari, we would like, you know, pick ii up and put it in 
the right place because we've been bmught up that way." 
(Student at Devonshire Collegiate) 

While defended as an 'empowering" discoursc which aims to offset the emotiondy 

overwhelming and depressing discourse of environmental apocalypse, liberal 

envitonmentaüsm is caught in its own paradox (King 1995). I t  is only because the causes 

and agents of environmental degradation are abstracted, universalized, and mystified in 

the liberai discourse that a sense of powerlessness follows the steady list of acid rab, 
desertification, global warming, rainforest depletion, species extinction, thinning ozone 

layer, and other environmental problems. I am not proposing some conspiracy theory of 

global capitalism lies at the mot of all these problems; indeed environmental problems 

tend to be the most complex social issues of our tirne, with myriad social, ecological, 

economic, and political dimensions. But naive liberalism, based on concern and 

compassion but not social criticism, inevitably turns environmental education into a 

%lame and burden the children" rhetoric, as children's ignorance, lack of 'connection with 

nature," or uncaring and irresponsible attitudes are identified as the 'problem" to be 

exorcized and set Rght, through the cultivation of a strict regime of appropriate eco- 

habits, before they grow up and further degrade the environment. Robottam and Hart 

(1995) have bemoaned the moralized, individualized, and behaviourist ideology which 

informs most researeh in environmental education. But, as the environment club 

members demonstrate, it is the discourse most compatible with the culture of schoobg. 

I was able to ask one group directly about the place of morality in environmental 

discovse and their response was revealing of a number of issues and contradictions: 

CL: Do you think sometimes, though, that the way these things are presented, the 
cleaning up the school or the recyciing, they are moralized in a way that prevents 
them h m  being political? that gets away âom the political side to environmental 
things? 
Beth: Uni. Hmmm. 
Dana: Yeah, like the trees [government's 'Lands for Me' policy] and stuff? 
CL: Like, once you start tallring about those issues, it gets very controversial and 
political, right? 
Dana: Yeah. 
Beth: Um, 1 think students wîll start to take sides. 
Dana: You know what though, it's, the way they talk about recycling nowadays is 
also around that business sense, like to recycle, ifs not just to recycle to for the, 
just for the goodness of nature, it's 'recycle and you c m  get ten cents back on the 
alitminum that you've just recycled,' or you know. It's about that ... 1 think that if 
our economy is so into that money thing then that's the only way to go for now. 
... Um, but yeah, I thînk yeah garbage, like ~ecyciing is, does go around to morals, 



like, it's not r e d y  controversial. 
Beth: No. 
Dam: Just because, just littering anythuig is just you know, inmashg un yo-ur 
gullt trip. 
Beth: Yeah, 
Dana: But, um, everything else, it's a lot of 'ae, uh, interpreting. YGU have to 
really not go too deep and not Say anything offensive if you want something. 

Whüe Beth adopts a strategy of avoiding conflict and controversy, Dana points out that 

the rhetoric of economic rationalization is as prevalent as the 'moral" approach to 

environmentaliam and demonstrates how strategy is an important part of the discourse 

which she choses to employ. For some issues, the moral argument precludes any need 

for discussion; for others, one needs to be much more cautious and strategic in approach: 

some issues are clearly easier to broach than others, and certain discourses are more 

acceptable than others. The girls even went so far to say that they were not sure whether 

it would be appropriate to promote local-based economics: 

Dana: For example, the thing about shopping at local markets and like msjor 
corporations, that's like, sometimes it makes sense, but then when you really think 
about that, it c m  be really controversial too. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Dana: Because we are in a school where things are nin by, like everythuig is 
business and jobs and if you just shop at your local market, like what's going to 
happen to the economy? And 1 think the, the teachers would be &aid of that for 
us, kind of. 
CL: So do you think that that shaped in some way what issues you have taken up 
and gone with, to avoid . . .? 
Dana: Um, yeah, yeah. 

Mainstream discourses and mainstream institutions of power tend to support and 

structure the substance of that discourse. 

By pointing out the dangers of the discourse of morality, 1 do not mean to suggest 

the students and teachers lacked the ability to think criticdy, and merely followed and 

obeyed the dictates of eco-moral behaviour. In fact, despite the pervasiveness of morality 

in the environment clubs' discourse, the students and teachers alike regularly showed 

some uncomfortability with its instrumental laaguage, sometimes explicitly such as this 

student's comment that '...you know, like, going around guilting people is not redy a 

solution. 1 think that's like, that's really, I think sometimes that's used too often." 

Sometimes this discomfort was expressed through laughter or through word choice, like 

the references to "pound usw and hiles" noted above. At one time a teacher may define 

the purpose of the club as: 



"1 think it's, a lot of it is the personal habits, like adapting things, like learning a 
little bit then sort of ta@ it on as something they're gohg to carry on in their 
lives," 

but then also insist that 

'1 think hopefully, sometimes when we talk about things is to sort o i  make them 
go 'hmm,' you know, and question a little bit about why thugs are going mng." 

The moral crusade has not been picked up rigidly o r  rnechanically, though perhaps 

somewhat uncritically. Most importantly, the response to Liberal environmentalism 

cannot be the acceptame of the consemative discourse which suggests uchildren are not 

able to deal with global environmental problems when they are stül grappling with 

personal hygiene" and directs educators not to uoverburden them with politicai problems 

when the- still leaming to solve their ownw (Hicks cited in King 1995,20). Suppression 

of knowledge is the most effective means of disempowerment and, as the following quote 

shows, students are not only capable and knowledgable, they are aware of their political 

power: 

'1 think, as a club, we can try to get to the big guys, the politicians, like our MPs 
and stuff. Write letters and tell them, make them aware that we know what's 
going on and that we should be part of the decision, especially when it cornes to the 
economy because you know it's al l  business and it's like they don't, they probably 
do think about us, but not much. So, since we're there, if we do write, just tell them 
that we know and we want to change it and ta make it more sustainable. ... I think 
we're pretty powerful." [emphasis in voice] 
(Dana, Devonshire CoUegiate) 

The discourse of morality is intermingled with an awareneas of its contradictions or, at 

least, limitations. 

The rhetoric of morality is also linked to a domestication of the environmental 

discouse into one of cleanliness and order, which traders attention h m  male domains 

of production, military defense, and public policy to women's domains of consumption, 

family health, and household management, and projects the tidy and secure middle class 

neighbourhood as the ecological ideal. As King (1995) points out the actions most often 

promoted in popular environmental media, "keep your lawn clean, sort out the trash, 

plant a tree in your backyard, buy 'environmentally friendly> pmducts," have more to do 

with %iddle-class morals" than ecological sustainabüity, much less social change. The 

kquent references the clubs make to litter and cleaning up the school echo the "Make 

America Beautifidw litter campaigns of the late 50s and repeated waves of middle class 

moral m a d e s  against slums, workhg clam mothers, idle youth, and drunks in the late 



nineteenth and early twentieth century: compassionately converting the masses to middle 
clam norms (Nicholson [1980] 1994; Wilson 1991). While the concem and intentions of 

the students and teachers and numerous iiberal activists may be genuine, the implications 

of this discourse are a re-&innation of the middle class consumer society and norms and 

the burdening of women and mothers with new ecological responsibilities, such as sorting 

the garbage, composting, spending t h e  sewing, mending and washing clothes and 

household items instead of pwhasing new, and so on. In the environmental morality 

tale, 'the whole ecological crisis dtimately is reinterpreted as a series of bad household 

andlor personal buying decisionsw (Luke 1997, 120). And little Walter in Just a Dream 
fin& hia ecological future in the same secure suburban home, just with larger trees. 

Finally, the reference to morality, rather than the concrete problems which drive 

the environmental justice movement, is indicative of how liberal environmentalists are 

spatially removed from the real impacts of environmental degradation and how this 

abstraction serves to obscure the fundamental contradictions w i t h  the liberal discourse. 

Abstracted representations of the uenvironment" project the crisis into the fuhw, whüe 

current economic and political structures already locate environmental consequemes in 

poor and other politically disenfranchised neighbourhoods. Lois Gibbs, former resident of 

Love Canal and founder of the Citizen's Clearinghouse for Hazardous Waste, is fully 

cognisant of how economic rationalization, bureaucratie detachment, and the dis- 

empowement of citizens through government and corporate suppression of information, 

procedural stalling, and exploitation of citizens' limited economic, educational, and time 

resources underlie environmental degradation and catastrophe (Di C h  1992). She and 

others leading the environmental justice movement know the social and political status 

quo is not compatible wi th  ecological, and consequently, human, health and s e d t y .  

Gloating in their altniistic superiority to 'self-interested' NIMBYites (Not In My 

BackYard), liberal environmentaliats perpetuate destructive social stereotypes and, in 

many ways, miss the point. These kids have so many other things to worry about ..." was 
a aimmon refrain the teachers used to excuse working class and immigrant students h m  

a la& of interest in environmental issues, but these 'other issuesn would be read as 

environmental problems by environmental justice movement (Di Chiro 1992). King 

(1995) sums up the ideological impasse presented by the liberal morality tale: 

Liberals worry about childhood burnout and emotional distress when they 
bombard chüdren with images of environmental disaster and recruit 
children to environmental campaigns to Save the earth. Conaervatives 



charge that children are used as political pawns to advance the radical 
agendas of environmental activists.. . (21) 

Meanwhile, poor children, children of colour, and third world children cmtinue to sufTer 

the immediate effects of a degraded environment: lead poisoning and brain damage, 

skyrocketing cancer rates, asthma, shortages of food, water, firewood and other hiel 

sources, unsanitary and aestheticdly bleak smundings,  homelessness/envimnmental 

refugees, and unemployment. 

Conclusions 

As the students and teachers negotiated the direction of their environmental 

activism, they slip in and out of various environmental discourses which predominate in 

mainstream media. The green consumerist strategy of empowerment through simple, 

easy actions is an appealing message, ail-too compatible with the culture of schools and 

clubs, and the social, economic, and institutional status quo. W e  at times doubting the 

real value of these actions, the students and teachers alike wanted to believe they were 

making a Merence, that "it's something," and the messages ail around them confirm that 

it is: in books, TV and the popular press, in spatial and mental distancing h m  the most 

seriou consequences of environmental degradation, in the separaüon of agents and 

causes h m  environmental problems and the label environment fkom health problems 

like cancer. Compelled into action by the force and poignancy of the environmental 

morality tale, the studente and teachers constructed their own eco-lifestyles and. 

hesitatingly and strategically, adopted the discoursea of morality and inetnimentrilinm to 

convert others t o  the cause. But the reduction of huge, complex, structural and 

institutional social, economie and political problems, caused by a matrix of multinational 

corporate, müitary/industrial, and nation-state practices of production, consumption and 

disposal, to bad individuds who throw litter on the ground is a remarkable evasion 

strategy. And, as King (1995) concludes, it 'serves corporate interests much more 

effectively than it does children, who are willingly accepting responsibility for 

stewardehip of a planet that is, in most ways, not under their contml" (177). Liberal guilt 

does not undo the fiindamental contradiction of trying to Save the earth while maintaining 

the social, economic, and political status quo. 



IX The G u à e n  and the Wilderness: Culture, Chus and Nature 

Afkr recycling, the second most common environmental project undertaken by the 

environment clubs was a garden or naturalization project. Ali four of the clubs had either 

worked on a garden in the past, were currently working on one, or were in ths process of 

preparing a proposal for a garden. Like the recyciing phenomenon, the emphasis on 

naturalization is not surprising given the proliferation of environmental education books 

and organizations promoting schoolyard natwalizations. 'g Also, like the recycling 

phenomenon, naturaüzation projects can obscure the political nature of environmental 

problems by focusing on biophysical change. But rather than take up another political 

analysis, this chapter will explore the racdethnicity, class, and gender dimensions of the 

clubs' experiences and representations of "nature," which revolve around images of the 

garden and the wilderness. Lynch (1993) argues that images of landscape and nature are 

closely intertwined with ethnicity and nationaüsm, senring as focal points around which 

ethnicity is defined, particularly through the social and political processes of migration 

and coloniaüsm. Ecofeminists such as Griffin (1978) and Merchant (1980) have explored 

the significance of the ferninization of nature for the intersection of patriarchy and 

environmental degradation. And advocates of environmental justice have contested the 

class and race biases of the wilderness fetish of the contemporary environmental 

movement. Thus heeding Wilson's (1991) invocation that &the culture of nature--the ways 

we think, teach, talk about, and construct the naturd world--is as important a terrain for 

struggle as the land itself," 1 ask how does 'naturen fit into how environment club 

members negotiate and construct their identities (87). 

Wychwood Tech: Mernory and Identity in the Garden 

On my third visit to the Wychwood club, Mau commented to me that she was 

going to start planting her garden soon. She was watering the plants in the biology 

greenhouse-a task the girls loved to do, ofkn reminding their teachers about it-whiie we 

talked, checking each plant, feeluig its soc nIling and renlling a small jar with water as 

she walked up and down the pathway. It was stilt March, although the weather was 

- -- - - - 

19 Examples include the British organization Leaming Through Landscapes and the 
C anadian Evergreen Foundation. In addition, municipal, provinaal and federal 
h d i n g  agencies, such as the Toronto Atmospheric Fund, Canada Trust and the 
Ontario Environmental Youth Corps, seem quite supportive of naturaüzation projeetS. 



exceptionally warm, and 1 responded about how there's usually still h s t  untii mid-May. 

But the year was an exception and by early May the Wychwood club and gardeners 

throughout Taronto were getting their gardens in. At school they planted Coreopsis, 

Gayfeather, Cupplants, aud Bluestem Grasses, whüe Maqju planted potataes, beets, and 

lcttuce in her garden at home. Natalie too had a vegetable garden at home and was 

planning on studying BgRCUIture in univert3it.y. For Maqju and Natalie, and it tt;nied out 

for many of the other students, the garden, more than any abstract cornmitment to 

environmental change, was their motivation for being in the environment club. 

*Gdening is fun" and something "you cm eqjoy in and of ilself,," Mw*u had stressed the 

k t  time 1 asked hem about why they were in the club. Similady, Samir and Jenny both 

re fend  first to the pleasure of garde- when 1 asked why bey were in the club. While 

the ecology garden the dub was workmg on was the teachers' idea, its resonance with the 

personal interests and experiences of the students clearly contributed to the success of 

the praject. 

Some of the students revealed that their garde- experiences were closely 

linked to their farnily and cultural backgrounds. Samir explained how he used to garden 

with his aunt and grandmother in Sri Lanka before they emigrated. Now they live in an 

apartment building and do not have a garden. Saraswati says her family used to live on a 

farm in Sri Lanka, but she immigrated to Canada in grade 5 and now has little experience 

and familiarity with plants and soiL Maqju's famüy places a great deal of importance on 

their garden: while they do not have a car, her father took two weeks off work the 

previous summer to work on the garden. Maqju and her sister have carried on this 

tradition through their involvement in the environment club; M q W u  even brought her 

own shovel bom home to help with the school garden one day. While Cita and Premala 

spent Little time working on the garden due to Gita's allergies to pollen, they too took 

great pride in the garden and were extremely disappointed when the teachers cancelled 

the club's involvement in Community Day at the schoal. Several ümes, they pleaded to 

be able to do something for Community Day, even if juat putting up a sign to direct people 

to the garden or to be working in it that day. Moreover, Premala is Maqju's aunt, so it is 
likely they share a simüar family association with gardening. Saraswati, Manju, and 

Samir all peppered their peer dialogues with mentions of Sri Lanka, fkequently 

comparing Canada's climate to home where it is 'always s m y  and hot with no snown- 

but %ot this hotw they qualify one humid day-discussing visits to relatives, and carefully 



steerhg clear of politics, indicating how significant a role their cultural background plays 

in the construction of their identities? 

Lynch (1993) suggests the environmental perspectives of immigrants are fomed at 

'the juxtaposition of landscapes of memory with the concrete landscapez of inmigrant 

Mew (113). Urban gardening informs the immigrant experience in cities arouna the world. 
Indeed, the Toronto neighbourhood of Cabbagetownw carries the memory of immigrant 

families and their gardens within its name, once a derogatory label named for the 

cabbages Irish immigrmts grew in their yards. As Lynch (1993) points out, these gdens  

are ofken about mu& more than sustename, but nost&c re-mations of home and s m d  
spaces of freedom and beauty opened up within a hostile (social and ecological) 

environment. She quotes an immigrant to New York City from the Dominicm Republic 

who explained why he planted corn on an abandoned lot: *Ali I saw was bottles, old 

newspapers, garbage and weeds. 1 took a large garbage bag and cleared the land. i 

planted with the idea that this is my own little contribution, my own litde Cibao [the 

verdant agridtural heartland of the Dominican Republic]" (108, explanatory note in 

original). Images of the idealized landscapes of home, or precolonization, are invoked to  

maintain ethnic identity and community within new landscapes and to inspire social 

movements by upmvid[ing] a cornmentary on the economic processes that impelled the 

diaspora as well as the inadequacies of the built environment in the new land" (Lynch 

1993, 113). For the students, the garden--both at home and perhaps even more 

significantly at school-could represent both a cornmitment to the new ide& of Canadian 
society such as envimnmentalism (Saraswati told me matter-of-factly one day that since 

there was a civil war going on, the environment was not aomething they were concernecl 

about in Sri Lanka and she only began to hear about these issues when she came to 

Canada), and also a reafnrmation and reconstruction of homeland and ethnic identity. 

The gendered nature of gardening was revealed during an informal discussion 1 

had with Manju, Saraswati, and RebecCa in the Biology claesmom. Whîle we talked, John, 

one of their male classrnates, was playing on one o f  the computers and frequently 

intempted our discussion When I asked the girls why the club was mostly composed of 

Not al l  the students in the club were Sir Lankan immigrants, but as the other 
students did not tallr very much about their family and cultural backgrounds, I have 
no hinta as to the sigrilficame of the garden for any of them. Nataüe and Jenny are 
both ethnically Asian, and Rebeeea is white, but all they shared with me was that 
none of them had grown up in Toronto. 



girls, they responded that there was no such pattern; it was just coincidence. John, 

however, thought overwise. He explaineci that he did not like going into the greenhouse; 

he would rather go camping and plant trees, implying that their adiviles were trivial and 

'sissy." #en the girls insisteci that they were planting trees and in fact a wbole garden, 

he challenged the value of their claim in two ways, fmt by not believing them and 

secondly, by dismissing their project as being inconsequential in cornparison to the 3,000 

trees his Scout camp planted last year. The girls were forced to cal1 upon the authority of 

their teacher to back up their claim that they were in fact plmting trees and that it 

required a lot of manual work. Interestingly, this division between greenhouse and 

outside work was paralleled in the division of labour between the male and female club 

advisors. Ms. Shaw was in charge of the greenhouse and club meetings, while Mr. White 

coordinated the garden project. He even commented at one point when the girls asked 

about watering the greenhouse plants, that "that was [Ms. Shawrs area, 1 have too many 

other thmgs to worry about." More male students appeared to help out as the group got 

into the manual work, suggesting they were more cornfortable with the work setting than 
the social setting of the club. 

Devonshire Collegiate: Gardening by the Book 

It was the inspiration of their Environmental Studies and Ecology classes which 

spurred the Devonshire Club to propose a garden for their school. None of them had 

much kt-hand experience with gardening and they carefully followed a set of written 

instructions for growing and transplanthg their wetland plants, as this dialogue 

D a n â  How are the wetland plants doing? 
Aung-Sun: They're doing pretty good. Some are like just growing now, like, tiny 
ones, and then some of them are quite a good size. 
. m .  

Dana- Do we have to take out the ones, the shoots that aren't doing very well? 
Aung-Sun: Um, it doew't Say to do that, but to, um, me, if there's two growing in 
one pot, then to move it to another. And I've done that already. 
Dana. OK Just wondering. 
Aung-Sun: I haven't read through it thomughly, but I will, mon. 

One of the girls mention4 her mother did some fiower gardening, and another attended a 

local garden show, but for the most part, gardening was not a part of their background 

experiences. While they were keen to get composters into the school to divert organic 

materials from the waste stream, none of them had any experience wi th  how a composter 



worired and they asked me for my opinion and knowledge on the subject. Unlike the 

Wychwood group who relied on their family experiences and the guidance of their 

teachers in learning the skills of gardening, these students were referring to books. 

Lri addition, many of them felt they had little contact sith 'hahue" at all because of 

their urban setting and litestyles. While these students indicated in their conversstions 

that they had more disposable incorne than the students at the two Tech schools, they 

rarely had opportunities to venture outside of the city, as this student made clear 
"ln grade 9, our school does encourage nature somewhat. Most [students] have an 
opporhuiity to go to the Boyne River [a field centre used by the Toronto Board]. 
. . . that is usualiy really memorable, but it's only for a week. And 1 guess when you 
come back, you always remember it and the good times. That's the closest 
connection to nature 1 think you can have when you live in the city. When you 
have opportunities to go on trips like that." 

Chatting with another student about the long weekend at Eaater, she told me how exated 

she was to have been able to get out of Toronto to visit relatives in Scarborough, where 

she had never been before, and also "up North" by which it turned out she meant 

Richmond Hill, both cities within the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). Whüe the Wychwood 

students found themselves in a highly urbanized environment when they moved to 

Canada, locating *naturem in their memories and cultural practices, the Devonshire 

students largely grew up within the city and located hature* outaide and in opposition to 

that city. Nature for them was more of an abstract vision: 'I'd like to think that in the 

future 1 would have some green space, something about na hue..." 

Some of this pattern may be attributable to the class positions and ethniddtural 

identities of these students as middle class, second generation Chinese-Canadians." As 

little seems to have been written on Chinese-Canadian cultural symbols of 'nature" or 

envimnmentalism-aside h m  references b the materialism, or what Pon (1998) t m s  

uhyper-consumerism," of Hong Kong immigrants--1 have augmented the students' 

narratives with those of a few individuals who were able to speak to me more fkeely 

about the comections between their Chinese cultural backgrounds, Canadian childhoods, 

a By using the phrase Chinese-Canadian, 1 recognize there is a danger of over- 
generalization as Chinese-Canadians come h m  a variety of nations, including Hong 
Kong, Taiwan, mainland China, Vietnam, Singapore, and Malaysia, have irrmigrated at 
various stages throughout the history of Canada, experience/ed very Merent forms of 
racism, and range £rom poor to upper class. The students, however, refer to 
themselves as  UChinese" or "Oriental," or more commonly 'Canadian," and 1 can be no 
more spet inc than what they shared with me. 



and 'nature." One of my own close frierids, henelf second generation middle class. 

suburban Chinese-Canadiari, responded to some of my wri- on my rural background 

in this way: "1 must Say, that reading your descriptions of nature (birds/plants/rural 

landscape) is au alien to my experiences--1 t d y  feel wistfiiy~ondrous about such 

seemingly not uncornmon living things/surroundmgs." A young ChineseCanadian 3oma.n 

formerly involved in an environment club at her high school in Calgary explains how her 

family reacted when she purchased an acre of the B r d a n  rainforest through the World 

Wide Fund for Nature (WWF): 

"My grandfather thought that 1 wasted my money on nothing, and other f d y  
members asked whether they could build a house on it. They thought that WWF 
would just go out there and mark out my one acre with my name on it. ... This just 
gave me another opportunity to lecture them on the biodiversity of the rainforest 
and the dangers of deforestation - they've learned not to touch that topic during 
dinner time." 

These two individuals indicated that growing up Chinese-Canadian did not offer many 

opportunities for, or valuations of, haturem experiences. 

This is not to suggest that there were no family or cultural connections to the club 

members' interest in environmental issues; indeed Beth and Dana frequently mentioned 

how their families had always pracüced wastereducing and economical habits, such as re- 

using containers or conserving water and energy. During a discussion about giving a 

guest speaker one of their wetland plants as a &, they discovered they a l l  had stashes of 

used yoghurt containers at their homes which they re-use for other things and which 

could be tradormed into eco-fnendly plant pots. These etories are echoed in Di C m ' s  

(1992) account of an Arnerican Chinatown activist who explained, Yf you go to my mother- 

in-law's, everythmg is washed and hanging to dry, she probably has every styrofoam 

container that she ever had kom any restaurant, and youll find that in all these 

communitiesw (97). A t  the same time, some of the students experienced conflicts or 

discontinuities between their family and cultural backgrounds and their environmental 

activism, which was again eomoborated by the stories told me by other second-generation 

ChineseCanadians. Dana explained, 

"It was kind of hard for my D d  1 don9t, he doesn't really understand why I'm going 
through aU this, um, he's like 'you won't have a job in that field' and all this, so he 
wants to me to go into health and 1 like health also. So, yeah, health and 
environment, 1 can do that." 

Beth described conflicts between an interest in a business career and her ecological 



values. And the young woman h m  Calgary, now atudying environmental science at 

university &sr being active in her environment club, shared a similm story: 

"An oriental family usually prefers their children to have professional careers i.e. 
doctor, lawyer, etc. They were sceptical that I'd be unemployd and collecting 
welfare if I was interested in environmental science." 

She hm not thrown off ail practicality though, carefully resemhing her career options 

and aiming to becorne a teacher: 

"1 told them that a good economy goes hand-in-hand with a heaithy environment. 
Besides, hdf of the jobs we find in the future are as yet nonexietent (we create our 
own jobs). Of course, they were not very convinced until I got a Co-op placement at 
GM. 1 understand that this field is unstable, but this is not my only field of interest. 
1 ais0 love the teaching profession ..." 

1 hesitate to make too many daims hem as these students were retient about discussing 

their family backgrounds in cornparison to students at  Central Collegiate, and even 

Wychwood Tech. None of them ever mentioned what their parents occupations' were, for 

example, and they seerned to lmow little about each others' home lives. My intention is 

not to draw conclusions, but to rather suggest the possibility that dürerent class and 

cultural backgrounds orient students differently to nature, environmental issues, and 

Centrul CoUegiate: Tomboys Go Camping 

The interconnectedness of (ethnic, class, and gender) identity and environmental 

acüvism was most obviously demonstrated by the upper middle class white girls in the 

Central Collegiate environment club. Drawing on their camping experiences, the girls 

developed an outdoorsy/tomboyish style which contrasted signincantly with the other 

students 1 saw wandering the hallw ays. Mountain Equipment Co-op shorts, backpaeks, 

fleece pants, jackets and vests, and sandals were the "uniformw worn by four or five of the 

core club members, complemented by unshaven legs, swiss army knives, and the 

occasional bandanna or bike helmet and aeat. In contrast, their female peers wore 

platform heels, tight jeans, clingy shirts and sweaters, and make-up; the guys wore name- 

brand Nike and Addidas and Tommy Hilfiger athletic gear. Not many OAC students 

would likely Say they like to 'play in dirt," but these girls made it their mission, frequently 

displayhg their cotnfortability with picking up worms and getting dirty. A dernorutnation 

of the vermicomposter was not complete without scooping up a handful of wom.  We 

walked through the hallways carrying bags of mame, and they retumed dirty because 



greenhouse was flooded due to a blocked drain, the core girk jurr'ped into the slime 

feeling amund and clearing out the leaves and dirt that covered the hole. Again during 
tree-planting, when some of the other students used plastic biology gloves to avoid 

'getting germsw from touching the dirt, the club members were d o m  in the creek 

supervising the elementary school boys, braving the smell and the mud and getting wet 

and dirty. They traded camping stories and dimssed the canoeing trips they would take 
in the summer, clearly making their brand of environmentalism a signiticant aspect of 

their individual and gmup identities. 

In our discussions, the girls revealed how their experiences in the outdoors and 

environmental cornmitment stemmed b m  their family backgrounds. Wendy mentioned 

her father was a naturalist; Sally said her sister had long been an environmentai activist, 

her father was on some composting committee and her family had always had a 
composter and been energy efficient. Vivian mentioned how her father subscribed to an 

intemet bikuig club. Theresa suggested she was the only one in her family that was an 

'environmental activist," yet disclosed her mother worked at some sort of environmental 

school or educational programme and she spoke with pride about their camping trips. 

Sandy's mother was politically active in lobbying for environmental education at the 

Board of Education. Perhaps even more interesting than their cornmon histories, was the 

assumption that they shared this outdoorsy background. When I asked them if they had 

been involved in other sorts of environmental activism bayond the club, Theresa initiated 

a discussion about camping: 

Theresê But the other thing we practice, is all summer, you guys go camping and 1 
go camping, and we practice no-trace camping. 
S a l l ~  But I just started that. 
Theresa. . . .low-impact and no trace. 
Wendy: Totally bringing everything out with you. 
Theresa: Yeah, and bringing other people's shit. 
Vivian: Well the thing is, we use firewood though, sa.. So, we're bad 1 don't know. 
Theresê The other thing, m.. . 
Vivian: 1 agree with the firewood d e  if you're &el in the middle of the Northwest 
Temtories, like, yeah, bring a few pieces with you, 1 donPt know. 
. . . 
Wendy: Yeah, like we go canoeing every summer, we volunteer deaning up camp 
sites, and because Pm a d a  diver, we clean out reefs in the oceans. 
Theresa: Oh, wow. 
Sally You're a scuba diver? 
Theresa: That's cool. 
Wendp So, well, 1 did it once and 1 felt so great.. . 



Theresa etarted her comment with the universal assumption that 'we allm do this, 

although clearly they did not a l l  have the same kinds of experiences, nor did they ahüdy 

know how much of this cultural story they shâred. Moreover, low-kpact and no-trace 

camping was more than an assumption, it was presented as e kind of standard or status 

which they were expected to meet and exnulate, and which club membenhip reinforced. 

The more active of these students, Theresa and Wendy, were augmenting their eco- 

adventure backgrounds through ecotourism. Here they describe their experiences in 

Costa Rica: 

Theresa: When 1 was in grade 11,I went to Costa Rica witboh god my memory-it 
was cded View and it was an environment, like an ecotourisni group, ahost. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Theresa: And they take, but they take groups of people volunteers out to actually 
work on an envimnmental project. It's not just see the pretty rainforest and blah 
blah blah. And 1 went to Costa Rice to the [inaudible] Forest for two weeks, 
volunteered to do trail maintenance on the tourist part and we basically, we were 
taking like tree limbs and stuff and putting them on the trails for people to walk 
on, and putting chicken wire onto, nailing it on or whatever and dumping volcanic 
sands onto the trails too [the others are taking about the poster and not iistening 
to Theresa]. Just to support and keep up the maintenance of the tourist part of 
the park so the rest of the rainfomst muld run. So, i've done that. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Wendy: Can you remember what forest? Because I went there a littie while ego. 
Theresa: To [inaudible]? 
Wendy: Yeah. 
Theresa: 'Cause that was where I went. 
Wendy: And it was really nice there. 
Theresa: Oh, it's really beautiful and, um 1 guess 1 learned a lot about the 
rainforest there and the stuff they were doing, the staff who was Qhting to keep it 
open, um, they gave us a brochure when we first got there t e h g  us about a l l  the 
ddlife and there was a golden h g  on it and since this, s h e  the brochure had 
been put out, the.. . 
Wendy: Oh no. 
Theresa: The golden h g  had become extinct within the forest. And 1 guess within 
the world basically. [Sighs of sympathy]. 

These interests and activities are stnkingly similar to those of the main American 

environmental organizations, with the emphasis on endangered kpecies, outdoor 

recreation, such as hiking, canoeing, cyeüng, and nature appreciation, and wilderness 

conservation (Dmovsky 1992). Their focus is largely on the exotic-the Northwest 

Territaries, Costa Ricrt-eonstructed as peopleless places, although like the Devonshire 

club, they were working on a proposal for a school rooftop garden. As this project was 

temporarily d e d ,  the only aspect of gdening they discussed was composüng. On this 



topic, they seemed somewhat elusive about their knowledge level. While they indicated 

their famüies composted and recycled at home, the students were not always sure what 

could and muld not go into the compost bin and how it worked, suggea~g to me that they 

are not likely active in gardening at home. Gardening and composting were appmached 

for their ecological benefits, not for food produdion, pleasure, or maintainhg images and 

practices of home and d t u r e  in a new city and nation, like For the Wychwood students. 

The idea of wilderness looms large in the North American imagination, closely 

intertwined with political ideals of heedom and prosperity (the "New World," the land of 

opportunity); masculine feats of solitary adventure (climbing the highest mountain peak, 

shooting the rapids, hunting wild game); and environmentalism. Access to this 

wilderness, though, has largely been restricted to the wealthy as even many native North 

American peoples have been confined to reserves. It is also, as numemus critics have 

pointed out, a largely white, Anglo-European experience and one which, despite its 

Romanticism, perpetuates the separation of humans from nature. Gough (1990) cites 

these lines fkom a Song written by an Australian Aboriginal band which critiques how 

Western appmaches ta nature d u c e  the landscape to '<just another cultural space to be 

Where the awe-inspuing power of time 
Leaves some fearful, some sublime 
White man fin& his pmgress prime 
Black man feels no urge to climb 
(Gondwanaland, cited in Gough 1990,131 

By espousing the white man's 'urge to climb," the Central girls may be drawing on the 

symbols and experiences of theh class and cultural backgrounds, but at the same time 

they have appropriated the masculinist wilderness discourse to construct nomtraditional 

gender identities. Their environmentaüsm provides them with the space to reject the 

codes of beauty which dominate high school social relations. Their refusal of makeup, 

smoothly shaved legs, and fashion-eonscious, sexually-appealuig dothes is not a rejection 

of consumerism, however as they literally buy into the burgeoning dderness recreation 

market. 

Riverside Tech: Inlrcrbiting the U h n  Wlderness? 
The garden at Riverside Tech had long subsided back into the ground by the time 1 

was doing my research, another failed initiative attempted by Mr. Graham, the s t a E  



advisor. When we talked about the challenges of stimulaüng interest in environmental 

issues at Riverside, Mi. Graham suggested that the students had very Little experience 

with non-urban environments, makuig it difficult for them to relate to environmentalism. 

Mr. Graham: I believe that a connection, a real connection with nature is vital if 
you want to be a healthy human being. I believe that we as a people have lost 
touch with the importance of that connection. I believe that the students of an 
inner city school, most of whom have never experienced nature, do not have that 
connection. 1 wi l l  give you two examples. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Mr. Graham: Number one, in a Geography class we're talking about ecosystems 
and 1 said, 'what happens when you put a spade into the earth and you dig up a 
shovel of dirt, what do you see?' And there were blank faces, because 1 realized 
that these kids had never had the opportunity to put a shovel in the ground and 
pick up a shovel full of dirt and look at it. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Mr. Graham: When 1 was in the Rouge Valley, ... 1 told these kids to take a deep 
breath and tell me if what they smelled was the same or different than what they 
normdy smell amund their homes, which is ... downtown Toronto. And they said, 
'yup, it's different.' 1 ask them which they preferred and they obviously preferred 
that which they know. So they preferred the pollution and the smog and the smell 
of the city and that fkenetic energy which is part of the central experience. 
Because that's what they know. 

A third example he oEered was the sight of some black and South Asian male students 

smokmg up by a shed not far h m  where we sat in a park behind the school: 

4 just do want to mention that in terms of how disco~ected these guys are, again 
just put on tape what 1 mentioned before. The area that these kids smoke dope, 
I'm sitting here, staring at it now. We're in the middle of this beautifid, little park 
with trees al l  around. Instead of sitting under a tree to smoke their dope, they sit 
on a paved sidewalk against this little hut of some sort which is right beside the 
dey which is an d e y  between the field and the houses. But again that's their 
cornfort zone." 

While my brief discussions with the students in the club &O indicated they too may not 

be interested in hature" experiences, their lack of enthusiasm might have had as much to 

do with our awkward brainstorming session and their reaction to me: 

CL: Now you [ta Vinod] mentioned planting trees before, is there a lot of land on 
the school property? for planting trees? 
Vinod: It was an idea suggested by Mr. Graham at one of the meetings, planting 
trees. 
CL: Um-hum. 
Vin& Thuigs like that. I dont know. 
CL: Do you think you'd, well, would you want to do it on the school or elsewhere, 
or .. there's a lot of other environmental groups active and around. You could join 
with them when they do a tree-p1anting day or something like that. Do you think 
many people would want to go out to that or  would it take tm much extra t h e ?  



Jing-wen: Yeah, we could ask wiem to. 
[long pause1 
CL: Was there much interest h m  others in the club for plantkg trees, or .. you 
just sort of remember that it was suggested. 
V h d .  Yeh, ii xas just suggested [he sighs]. 

h o  ther discussion though evoked a simil ar reluctance: 

Jing-wen cornes in hem and I ask her if she would be interestecl in joining in with 
plantings and walks of other groups, such as the Friends of the Don. She is 
hesitant at first, asks a few questions, and says maybe, says its iike when her class 
went to Boyne. I f i d y  coax her into saying she wouldn't want to do it. When she 
fmds how acceptable it is for her to disagree, she laughs and smiles with what 
seems to be relief. 

Jing-wen and Vinod showed much greater interest in recycluig and vîsiüng the recycling 

facilities, than going into the ravines or planting trees. This does not necessarily make 
them "urban-identifiedm however. 

Unüke the other clubs, the Riverside club, if it could reaily be considered a club 

given its shifting membership, was highly nultiracial and multicultural. 1 do not think 

either the teacher nor myself could possibly generalize about "these kids" and what it is 

'they know." One student directly made a link between his ethnic identity, 

representations of nature and his environmental activism. Notably he was &O the only 

student I in te~ewed individually, which might suggest that the others could have M a r  

insights, but were not so willing to speak about issues of identity and family background 

within the iarger groups. A senior student at Riverside, Todd was exploring his partial 

Japanese-Canadian heritage through volunteering with the National Association of 

Japanese-Canadians (NAJC). He found Japanese culture offered him a conter- 

hegemonic story of nature which did not follow the western mode1 of progress: 

Tve always been fascinated by Japanese culture, [and] one of the things that I've 
picked up on was a reverence for environmental harmony ... 1 f o n d  that in 
cornparison to western nilturp-in school it was even mentioned by one teacher- 
the obsession with progress, you know, there was no real defwtion of what 
pmgress was, but as long as, you know, someone thought we were moving ahead, 
no one really deuded what was ahead, what was superior, what was more civilized, 
so 1 saw contradictions in that sense and 1 became very critical, cynical ..." 

For Todd, findîng an environmental consciousness within his Japanese heritage was an 

empowering experience, afnrming both his environmental activism and his ethnic 

identity . 
Many of the students Mr. Graham was refefTing to in his examples-the d e r  city 



kids--were black Caribbean students who live in subsidized houshg units in d~wntown 

Toronto, moot of whom would have immigrated to Canada &.ce starting schwl (Henry 

1994). m e  Mr. Graham excuses their lack of inter& in environmental issues, 

conceding 'many of these people have other concenis.... You know, the envimnmental 

issues, even the spintual attahment is very very far h m  their list of needs," he does not 

question his urban stereotyping or the role the urban might play in the comtruction of 

these students' identities. Henry (1994) suggests that immigrants of Caribbean-origin 

often see their homeplaces as more naturd and comected to the land than katerialistic" 

North America (252). She quotes one woman as reminiscing, 'It's so great just thinking 

about the sunahine, the food, and the people. I t  was so naturai. Canada is artinciai, 

plastic, compared to Jamaicaw (253). Henry (1994) concludes that 'Tor many Caribbean 
people living in Toronto, cultural identity becomes a trade-off-one sacrifices the warm 

and natwal environment for the benefits of jobs and material goodsw (252). Part of the 

expectation of youth who corne to Toronto with, or to join, their parents is that of a rich, 

urban Me, a 'pampered luxury, like the cars and the clothes, the jewellery and hair 
products, TV," which they may not fmd, or at least cornes with the challenges of racism, 

under/unernployment, and f d y  separation (Henry 1994,253-4). Embracing the urban, 

as the Riverside students who participaimi in the 'B-Boy* subculture" did, might be one 

way of l iving out this materialistic fantasy and wating their own safe temtory, or what 

Philip et  al. (1997) term 'fortress," within a foreign and racist land (Breitbart 1998). 

Racism, as much as pride in ethnic identity, can shape the relation between land, 

nature, and identity. As Phüip et aL (1997) explain, ' ' ~ m t s  do not take advmtage of 

this wilderness that all Canadians share ... because a particular gaze already seems to own 

it" (23). The Merent  mythologies or symbolisms of nature constnicted by different 

cultures are not just pluralist ciifferences, but connected to historie and on-going 

discourses and relations of power, such as coloniaüsm and racism: 

. . .[Consider] the Judeo-Christian imaging of utopian nature-spaces as 

22 Mallouh (1995) describes the B-Boys as one of Toronto's most visible and identifiable 
youth subcultures, composed mostly of Carîbbean youth, marked by their style of 
wearing "oversized, saggy outfits worn in combination with a hooded jacket and ball 
cap," sometimes combined with civil rights or Rastafarian symbols and political 
messages, and listening to the music of rap and hip hop (12). The style predominates 
among the blaek and South Asian male students in the school and the music is so 
popular at Riverside that the school organized a whole-school assembly on jazz and 
the history of hiphop. 



'Edens" -- Eden meaning pristine, clean and pmtected.. .[but also] Eden is a 
very controlled space; there are particulsr d e s  to be followed for it to be 
eqjoyed. ... If you get rid of nature in the city and take it out of there, yau 
make it accessible only to a particular people, ...[ and] you can only desire 
nature in a certain way, which requires a certain Mestyle. 

... Further we can't dord  to underestimate the role of movies, of H o l l p d ,  
in bringing us to the rural area as an area where rednecks live, who will 
shoot you, lynch you, who will be riclmg shotgun. However, 1 do believe 
that Hollywood has let the urban rednecks off the hook. And why ia that? 
So when you're thinking of space and wildemess we need to understand 
how some of our resistance to rural areas has been indeed carefdy 
nwtured. (Philip et al. 1997,23) 

The escape nom the city out to the countryside is a hghly clam and raced practice. Philip 

et al. (1997) note how middle class blacks may move out to the suburbs, but do not take 

up the very 'Canadian" practice of cottage ownership. Popular discourses simultaneously 

pmsent the city as a dangernus place for whites and the countryside as dangerou place 

for nonwhites, serving to contain "pollution" to the cities and to maintain the "purity" of 

the countryside and wildemess in a hatute* discourse with racist undertones. Although, 

as Wailace (1994) points out, it is 'especially young men of colour who live under the 

greatest and most constant threatn in cities (180). 

Conclusions 

While the students in al l  the clubs shared a common environmental discourse, 

centred on the pracüces of recyciing and naturalization, the clifferences between them are 

also striking. While 1 have located these dinerences in their respective cultural and clas 
positions, 1 do not suggest that students' identities and perspectives are somehow ascribed 

or  Limited by them. All the students were actively engaged in constructing their 

understandings and approaches to nature by variably drawing on, rejecting and 

reformulating their cultural backgrounds in relation to the popular discourses of 

mainstream Canadian Society: turning economic hg-, pragmatism, and prosperity 

into environmental pragmatism; adopüng the new values of environmentalism by 

sustaining the memory of family gardens and gardening experiences; approprïating a 

mascuünist story of wilderness to crack the hegemony of female beauty myths; or 

reclaiming ethnic identiw as a critical distance from western structures and discourses of 

exploitation. Representations and symbolism of *naturem are interwoven with our 

(multiple and changing) constructions of gender, class and ethnicity and these identities, 



in term, shape our understmdingsivalues of and experiences in "nature." 

Schools intluence these constructions in a number of ways. Even without 

attending classes, I was able to get a sense of how the school curridum projected class, 

race, and gender relations onto certain landscapes and nature experiences. On display at 

Devonshire Collegiate outside the Geography classroom was a bulletin board of students' 

work on Caribbean tourism: a collage of photos and maps pieced together with 

paragraphs of information. AU the photos have white people in them: white people on 

lounge chairs, white people holding han& on the beach, white people on a cruiseboat. 

The people of the Caribbean islands--their work, their political sttuggles, their poverty, 

their celebratiom, faxnilies, children, dreams, lovers, e h & ,  history, memory-have been 

erased in this reconstruction of the landscape as playground, as d e h ,  as curiosity. How 
do the 16 students from the Caribbean who attend this school feel about the 

representation of their homeland as tourist destination? As a Geography project, why 

were the environmental impacts of tourism not explored, why was the neo-colonialhm of 

such tourism not exposed? Academic streaming within the schools also contributes to how 
different students are given dinerent opportunities for different kinds of nature 

experiences. The teachers f?equently admitted that, within their schools. the g&ed or 

advanced students were given more opportunities to go to field centres and on field trips. 

More pmnounced variation was noticeable between the schools: while the environmental 

science class at Wychwood Tech managed to get out to a nearby city park once or twice a 

year. the class at Central Collegiate eqjoyed three oveniight visits-one session lesüng al1 
week-to field centres outside of the ci@. Parents' ability to subsidize class trips, teachers' 

perceptions of students' abiliw to behave 'appropriately," and the d t u r e  and traditions 

of the school aLl contribute to what sorts of nature/urban experiences are offered and 

available to students. 

Perhaps most signincant, however, is the cultural experiences which frame 

teachers' approach to nature and environmental issues. When nature experiences are 

assumed to be unmediated and dturally-neutrd, teachers may be blind to the biases 

they hold. Mr. Grdam, at Riverside Tech, is a well-intentioned, caring teacher; but his 

own background of growing up in a mail Ontario town with lots of opportunities to roam 

about the river and woods was the foundation for his environmental analysis that western 

society lacks a "connection to nature." His viewe resemble those of deep ecologists, h d  

popular expression in New Age spirituaüty, and in fact reflect the commitments of most 



e n m n m e n t d  and outdoor educators (Lewis and James 1993); and they are indeed 

radical, chailenging the ethics which undergird our social and economic systerns. 

However, by locating the uproblem* in disconnection to nature, the problem beciune 

transposed onto the i rmr  city students whom he taught so that their lack of comection to 

nature-which they apparently 'choose"was the reason for both their disenchantment 

with mainstream society and our increasing envitonmental Us. 1 argue their hyper-urban 

style might be read instead as a parody of North American materialism and an unmaskuig 

of the false promise of the (empty and free) Sand of opportunity." 

As Darnovsky (1992), Di Chiro (1992), and Lynch (1993) have argued, popular 

representations of nature, most notably the image of wilderness, have been largely 

dehed and shaped by the dominant class, culture, and gender. However, ?naturew figures 

prominently-indeed inherently--in most cultural stories and practices, and frequently 

serves as the idealized homeland or promised land, a symbol of resistance, hope and 

community. The role of race, ethnieity, class, and gender in shaping students' soaal 

positions and prospects, desires and identities also informs how they approach and 

experience 'nature." By denying this diversity exists, by only representing the discourses 

and practices of the dominant culture, and by imposing normaYabnorma1 or  

ecofriendlylmaterialist judgements according to these seemingly universal 

representations, environmental education reinforces the dominant hegemony and 

disables any opportunity for building a diverse and broad-based environmental 

movement. McLaren (1989) asks, @to what extent does adherence to the noms of the 

school mean that ... students have to forfeit their identities as members of an etbnic 

group?" (30). This might be rephrased to ask, to what extent does cornmitment to 

environmentalism challenge students to forfeit or reject their ethnic identities and how 

might resistance to such colonization become resistance to envîronmentalism? 



X Locathg Women in Schools, Clubs, and Nature 

Young women predominate in high school erît-inment clubs. This is substantiated 

by my experiences with youth environmental conferences, teachers' recollections of their 

experiences, and the fact that 25 of the 33 students 1 encountered in the four environment 

clubs were fernale. In this chapter, 1 probe the ~ i ~ c a n c e  of this phenomenon, 

considering not only the obvious question of what attracts these young women to j o k  

environment clubs, but dm how might gender play into the shape the clubs take and the 

ways in which their activism is received by teachers and other students? How might 

participation in the environment club shape the gender identities of these young women? 

1 draw on a range of feminist and ecofeminist literature to consider the gender aspects of 

both the club and school experience and the girls' environmental activism. Education 

feminists consider how gender is shaped in schools through the CUITidum and teacher- 

student contact and their research provides o b n  damning exposures of how classmom 

relations treat and evaluate boys and gvls dürerently, imposing a middle class gender 

code of docility, silence, and underachievement on girls (Bennett and Lecompte 1990). 

Schools are not the only site of socialization though, and school knowledge and practices 

must be undentood in context of relations and meanings produced outside schools in 

other institutions and informa1 s e a .  Feminist subdtural theorists, for example, point 

to the importance of peer relations and the sexualization of adolescent women through 

popular culture in forums such as magazines, romance novels, TV, and popular music in 

the representation and regdation of women's bodies (Roman and Christian-Smith 1988). 

The value of these cultural works is to better understand how women negotiate social 

structures to produce their lives, identities and desires since the social construction of 

gender is neither prescribed nor simple, but composed of contradictory narratives which 
&if% with and, in hun, shape social relations of raoelethniaty and class. 

Nature, Caring and Women? 

Seager (1993), Rocheleau et al. (1996), and Di Chim (1992) all note how women 

comprise by far the mqjority of grassroots environmental activists. They represent b r n  

60 to ûû% of the membership of mainstream environmental organizations and likely even 

more in the envîronmental justice movement (Seager 1993). While some ecofeminists 

posit an inherent connection between women and nature, suggesüng that thmugh child- 



bearing and menstrual cycles women are more in tune with natural cycles, most theorists 

attribute women's environmental activism to women's socio-cultural positions as 

caregivers and sustenance-providers in North American, and indeed many other, societies 

(Di Chiro 1992; Rocheleau e t  al. 1996; Seager 1993; Shiva 1994). Another appruach 

expands Carol Gilligan's work on women's relational, as opposed to rights-based, ethics to 

consider how women are more inched  to assume responsibility for family, community 

and ecological health and to include relations to animals and ecology in their moral 

orientation (Diamond and Orenstein 1990; King 1983; Merchant 1995). Still others 

highlight the symbolism of children under ecological threat as a key motivating pruiciple 

in women's activism (Di Chiro 1992, Rocheleau et al. 1996). 

Di Chiro (1992) differentiates between middle class and working clam women's 

environmental activism, suggesting the ecofeminist invocation of compassion, spirituality 

and the interconnectedness of life appeals to middle class, white women, while workmg 
class and women of colour tend ta ground their activism in issues of health, livelihood, and 

protection of their children. The former is characterised by large-scale symbolic 

demonstrations; the latter by cornmunity-based, issue-driven networking. Rocheleau et 

al. (1996) substantiate this c l a h  through a variety of case studies from around the world 

based mostly on women in third world, working class, andlor nonwhite communities. 

They note that the women activists in their case studies use arguments which 'reflect 

their concerns about livelihood security, health, and Me-threatening circumstances. Only 

secondarily do they couch their concerns in more broad environmental and economic 

argumentsw (303). Skogen's (1 996) quantitative reaearch on young environmentalists in 

Norway finds girls 8ssign greater importance to protecting nature than boys, but discovers 

an even more signincant ciifference in environmental orientation between 'humanistic- 

intellectual* middle claas girls and working class girls. 

Where do I locate the young women in the environment clubs in this complex 

matrix? They corne fkom a range of class, ethnic, and national backgrounds and they did 

not share the potentially unifying concern for children or family weU-being as most have 

yet to asaume the social roles of mothem and caregivers. They did not use the language of 

family health or  children or sumival to explain their activism-nor might 1 add that of 

abstract, spiritual ecofeminism-but variously referred to community service and moral 

responsibiliv, ahstract, scientSc ecological and economic principles of sustainabiliw and 

the pleasure of gardening and dirt. 1 suggest what we need to consider is their shared 



commonali@ of schooliag, which places an emphasis on scientific knowledge a d  rational 

principles, and the socializotion of women, through schools and other social institutions 

such es family, ch&, and media, to be sensitive to and compassionate abrrt the needs oi 

others and to assume a stance of moral responsibility ta the comindtylworld. 

Gilligan's ( 1982) work on moral development most clearly illustrates the role of 

gender in the construction of identity. Whereas individual achievement and individuation 

characterizes development of mde identity, female identity centres on relationship and 

empathy. Where de-based competition denotes male organization and play, their 

female counterparts are structured on cooperation, pragmatisrn, and care for the feelings 

of others. Where the mord judgement of ad& men rests on abstract principles of justice, 

women refer to relations and responsibility in a contextual ethic of care (Gilligan (19791 
1994). Gilligan cl9791 1994) concludes that for women, "the moral dilemma changes fkom 

how to exercise one's rîghts without interferhg with the rights of others to how 'to lead a 

moral life which includes obligations to rnyself and my family and people in general' " 
(38). The essentialism and univenalism of Gilligan's work has been criticized and 

reworked in the last decade in response to the conceni that she mistakenly attributes her 

analysis to all women, just as earlier developmental psychologists universaüzed their 

research on white men t o  everyone. Nonetheless, numerous women and feminist 

theorists claim a relational ethic of caring as important, indeed essential, for family 

welfare, social harmony, and environmental well-being, whether it be defined as a 

women's way of knowing o r  a counter-hegemonic value system (French 1995, Marün 
1994, Noddings 1984). Indeed, it is the archetypa1 (able-bodied white, middle class, North 

American) "independent wornad--and corporate male-who dismisses and rejects her 

responsibility to others and their well-being. 

Another approach to the construction of women as guardians of morality and 

embodiments of emotionality lies in the separation of private and public spheres during 

industrialization. Nicholson ([1980] 1994) describes how this shiR in relations of 

production and social organization led to increased stress on the differences between the 

genders: 'the home during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries became progressively 

viewed as the r e a h  of privacy and subjectivity, the oniy place where the expression of 

feeling and emotion were appropriate. It also became viewed as not only an emotional 

but also a moral refuge" (77). Concurrent with the eonnection of middle class American 

women to home and morality was a redewtion of women's tasks to be consumption- 



oriented and a construction of "femininitf' as fiail, silly, decorative and sentimental. This 
binary gender code of men as individual, competkive, active, rational in opposition to 

dependenthelational, cooperative, psssive, emotional women stands as the assumption 

and representation whicii structure(d) the gendered organization of modern western 

oociety and the regdation of middle class Me, and persists in our subcor~cious and 

intentional representations, discourses, practices, and structures. Notably the= domains 

of household management, consumption, emotion, and morahty are d a o  those which 
characterize the mainstrearn environmental discourse of green consumerism discussed in 

chapter 8. 

The young women in the environment clubs were consistent with this ferninine 

ethic of care and moral orientation when they described their motivation/purpose as one 

of "helping souet#' and kaking the world a better place." However, they did not consider 

it a gendered discome and expressed confusion at why their male peers did not share 
their concem. A conversation I had with a group of five male students h m  an &-male 

Catholic school at a high school environmental conference29 sheds some light on how 

environmental concern/activism seems to carry a gendered signifier for boys, even if 

invisible to-or denied by-girls. Half the sixty conference participants were male 

students fkom this one school; the other half were mostly girls representing a variety of 

schools. Many of the boys were not voluntary participants in the conference, ha* corne 

primariiy to avoid a test, and expressed their rejection of the conference values through 

minor a& of resistance throughout the day refusing to participate in ice-breakers and 

activities; talkmg amongst fkiends and not paying attention to organizers; sitting with 

jackets on, arms-crossed, and legs stretched out in a pose of detachment and 

disengagement; talking back during facilitation (Teah, rightlW or 'No kidduig!"); gathering 

on the outside of discussion &des and even out of sight behind a pillar in a corner; and 

skipping some of the sessions. By contrast, al l  the female students were actively 

participating in, or at least fistening to, speakers and activities. 1 approached the most 

'rebelliousw boys group during a brainstorming session on barriers students might face in 

implementing environmental pmjects in their schools. They were sitting in silence, so I 
tried to provoke discussion on the topic. They revealed the biggest barrier would be 

~3 As 1 was asked to write an article on the conference and d e s i d  some practice at 
taking field notes for my about-to-begin ethnographie reaearch, 1 m t e  extensive 
notes on this event. 



getting other students to participate. It was not that they themselves weir opposed to 

environmentaüsrn, but they felt it cwried the stigma of being "sissy." "Guys are lazy, they 

won't do stuff like that," was the consensis of the five bays. I t  seemed it. was the 

demonstration of cornmitment to school activities and improvement as much as 

environmental concerns which were undesirable. They even suggested that if they were 

a co-ed school, or if they joined in partnership with their 'sister school," the girls would 

get the project going and the guys would come out to meet and impress them, in an 

interesting reversal of gender roles in leadership. 

There were a few male students in some of the environment clubs 1 researched, 

but several of them made efforts to disassociate and distance themselves from the club. 

Andy, the only male student in the Devonshire Collegiate club, physically distanced 

himself fmm the club by sitting at a separate table during club meetings. On various 

occasions, the girls would invite him to join hem,  but he would respond that '1 can hem 

you h m  hem" When he discussed the club, he referred to it as "you" not "we" iike the 

girls did, locating himself outside the group. Dennis at Wychwood Tech used a similar 

strategy, while Sami. insisted to me that he was not a member of the club, but "just a 

volunteer." Some of the girls teased him about this, saying he came more o h n  now than 
some other 'members;" but he refùsed to i d e n e  himpplf as part of the environment club. 

Praveen, the thVd male student at the Wychwood Tech club rarely spoke to any of the 
others, including me. Indeed, the upshot of this distancing meant that these male 

students also distanced themselves fkom me and 1 was unable to find out much about 

them at all. There were no male students in the club at Central Collegiate. Todd, the 

male student 1 interviewed at Riverside Tech, had an active interest in ferninism and 

'men's liberation," even asking me for references, which suggests again a compatibiüty 

between female-ooriented identity and environmental activism and concems. While 1 was 

not able to h d  out whether the boys felt gender was the reason for their actions, the 

pattern is illuminating when placed in the context of the comments h m  the boys at  the 

conference and fkom the male student at Wychwood Tech who dismissed the club's 

garde- as ferninine easywork in cornparison to his own hard work planting trees with 
his Boy Scout troop. 

Without more research, 1 can only speculate about which elements of 

environmental discourse are problematic to masculine identiw. It may be that the boys 

were re1uctant to demonstrate that they 'cared:" cared about improving the school, cared 



about the environment, cared about their futures, or cared about anything in an 

adolescent climate of disengagement. Altematively , the emphasis on what are commonly 

seen as women's domains of children, consumption, and household management in 

mainstream environmental discourse might simply not interest male youth or pose an 

identity conflit between rnasdnity and environmental activiss. The social construction 

of rnasculinity as aggressive or physically tough, cornpetitive, individual achievement- 

oriented, active/productive, and rationaVlogica1 is not very compatible with green 

consumerism or emotional appeals for children's protection. Skogen (1996) posits a 

similar analysis, although based on class not gender, of why some youth might reject 

environmental values: 

Protecting wilderness is one side of environmentalism, guarding humans against 
health hazards is another. In the production-oriented culture the ability to endure 
physical hardship and danger has traditionally been valued highly. ... If tackling 
physical danger is a virhie and the people pointing most ardently at environmental 
hazards belong to categories given to airy theorking, then the environmental 
movement's hazard scenario will not generate unanimous response. (468) 

Skogen (1996) concedes there is no research supporthg this suggestion that workmg class 

people reject environmentalism out of an anti-intellectualism, but 1 would suggest this 

association of environmentalism with 'softnessw might be salient for male youth 

concemed with proving and constructing their masculine identities. Skogen (1996) fails to 

take up the construction of masmhity in his consideration of gender, impliatly reading 

"gender" as women, just as ethnicity is often read as 'nonwhite," reinforcing their 

Otherness in cornparison to some invisible (white, male) nom Wallace 1994). 

While showing concern for the envimnment might be threatening to the identities 

of male youth, tbis does not mean it constrains young women into traditional gender 

roledidentities of emotional, compassionate, future wives and mothers. On the contrary, 

the girls showed how they tried to merge their caring/moral orientation to 

environmentalism with distinctly unfeminine interests, career ambitions, and styles, 

perhaps even transforrning these domains in the process. The Central girls' camping 

gearltomboy style might be the most obvious transgression of conventional codes of 

femininity, but it is not the only one exhibited by the girls in the clubs. More than haif of 

the female students were studying the sciences and many aspired to careers in science and 



engineering; a few others were interested in business." This was observed across the 

clubs. Many saw the science route as a way to pursue their environmental values and 

activism through their careers, refusing any trade-off between work and ethics often 

against, o r  as a compromise with, theh parents' interests? Such parental conflicts were 

most often mentioned by the Chinese-Canadian students, but the desire to intsgrate 

values and career was common to al1 the girls. While compassion and moral 

responsibility provided their motivation for environmental activism, science was 

unquestionably their ammunition and they were cornfortable referring to ecology and 

economics to  argue about specific environmental issues, such as the need for 

naturalization or recycling. Thus we might consider the place of the environment club in 

helping female youth reconcile nontraditional gender career opportunities and 

aspirations with feminine ethics and responsibilities. 

The girls themselves attnbuted the predominance of young women in the clubs to 

their own exclusionary practices, auch as only n o m  their niends, unintentionally 

creating an intimidating environment for male students, or choosing issues to which boys 

do not relate. At first, the girls at Central Collegîate even denied there was any such 

pattern, although their teacher had previously tuld me the club had been predominantly 

female ever since he started it over ten years before: 

CL: So why is it only girls? 
Theresa: It's not. 
Vivian: It didn't used to be. 
Theresa: It didn't used to be. 
Sally: It Wt at all, when it nrst started. 
Theresa: No. 1 think it would be more CO-ed, a lot of it is because the meetings 
aren't advertised as much. I'm involved in so much stuff this year and 1 take full 
responsibility for the fact that the meetings have not been announced in the 
[school bulletin], so it's sort of whoever 1 aee in the hall, 1 tell them %ey, the& a 
meeting tonight.' I know they're whatever, into the environmental science club to 
start. That's my fault. 1 I t  it. 

Similarly, the girls at Wychwood Tech denied there was any significmce to the pattern, 

a The number may in fact be higher as the younger dudents in grades 9 and 10 had 
not yet identifid their streams of interest. 

a I lack direct quotes to substantiate these points because discussions about U N v e m i ~  
and career choices oRen took place before or  aRer meetings when 1 informdy chatted 
with students one-on-one. They usually r a i d  the topic, either to ask me questiom, or 
as sornething currently on their min& as the senior students neared the end of the 
school year. 



although at nrst they joked that 'we think." At Devonshire, they took the question more 

eeriously, but sti l l  could offer little explanation: 

Dana: 1 was saying that, yeah, there were several guys in our class before and 
when we started off with this club there was like a couple of guys, 1 thinic, I 
remember, recall, um, but I think ifs, so you don't feel, they might not feel as 
connected with the environment .... Maybe if we like found an issue that concemed 
hem more. 1 don't know what that would be though. 
Beth: Yeah, 1 think the issue part. 1 dont know, we have to h d  an issue that they 
can relate to. 
CL: Why wouldyou guys be able to relate to, Say, 
Dana: Right. 
CL: ... waste reduction 
Beth: Oh, that's. . . 
CL: ... or transportation ... 
Beth: That's just personal interest. 
... 
Dana: I thought that the bicycle thing, that would attract more guys, 1 thought. 
... 
Beth: 1 donPt know. It's just recently, like, just lookmg et the SAC, the student 
council elections, it was nin mainly by girls, 1 don't know if there's anythuig 
connecting, but a lot of the clubs that 1 go to, it seems like the guys aren't as 
involved anymore as they are in sports, like these clubs where you know you have 
to sit down and start talkllig and then really get into details where you know, it 
seems like, I'm not trying to make this lüre a &8t comment or an*, but this 
just what I've ken  aeellig. 1 donPt know. I don't know exactly what's happening. 

I will take up Beth's observation that the gender divide extends beyond the environment 

club and might have more to do with the culture of the school than environmental 

concems per se in the next eection. For now, 1 wish to point out how none of these 

answers really provided any explanation for the situation, partidarly as a eommonaüty 

across many schools and clubs. Moreover, the students seemed most concerned about 

being accused of reverse sexism. The girls at Central Collegiate seemed ta want to avoid 

the suggestion that their club appealed only, or mostly, to female students. They did not 

acknowledge the comfort and familiarity which seemed to thrive in the dl-female setting, 

but named it abnomal and undesirable -ad. The absence of dl-fernale groups in 

popula. representations of middle class gender relations--women are most ofkn depicted 

as best fkiend pairs or heterosexual couples--and the construction of women's social 

groups as ferninine, trivial, and conformist (Lesko 1996) might lead the upper middle class 

girls, in particular, to downplay, not see, or not know how to interpret an all-female club. 



Sports are for Boys, Clubs are for Gir ls... 

While the %ahers and students aiike were unable to provide any explanation for 

the predominance of girls in the environment clubs, several did make the observation 

thet the male students wera more involved in sports. The statistics h m  the Board of 

Education do not differentiate between sports, student councils, and clubs when they 

consider participation in extra-curricular activities according to gender, but there does 

seem to be a trend for boys to go into sports and girls into clubs. Eckert (1989) associateci 

schoole' extra-curricular culture with middle class students' initiation into the social 

relations of corporate structures of hierarchy, but she failed to integrak a gender analysis 

into her class analysis. The 'sports are for boysw phenomenon harkens back to a long 

tradition in high school mythology where male students achieved their status h m  their 
individual achievement in athletic prowess and student leadership--football hero, class 

president-and female students through their social relations--such as prom queen and 

girlfiend-based on penonaiity, beauty and appearance, and moraiity (Bennet and 

Lecompte 1990). The role of the school club must be understood in tems of the gender 

relations of both forma1 schwling and peer relations. 

Nicholson ([1980] 1994) locates the nineteenth century school as the bridge 

between the newly constructed private and public realms, seMng to socialize young 

people--mostly boys--"out of the family and into the public world" (78). Numerous 

feminist scholm have pointed out how schools, and indeed the definition of an educated 

person, have been biased towards those characteristics associated with masculinity, 

namely, rational thought, individual achievement, competitiveness, and actîon/pmduction 

(Martin 1994). This has meant that women-and women of colour especially-have always 

been to some extent 'out of place" within the school and must continuaily negotiate 

between the contradictory positions of becoming ferninine and being educated. Homer's 

(1971) work on female students' 'dread of success" is frequently cited as an obvious 

example: girls may fear and actively avoid academic success because of its implication that 

one is a failure as a woman. Such contradictions are actively perpetuated through school 

relations. Walkerdine ([1987] 1994), for example, explores how the message for girls to 

exhibit ugood behaviour, neatness, and rule-following exists couertly dongside overt 

messages ... concerning activiw, exploration, openness and so forth, derived h m  the child- 

centred pedagogy" in the elementary c l a s m m  (63). 
The ways in which women live out these contradictions vary considerably according 



to racdethnicity and class, and are no doubt changing as femhism and feminist backlash 

are taken up in popular representations and discourse. The phenumed success of 

upper middle class women in bre&g tIirough barriers to women's participation in the 

labour force, although not necesaarily marked by a parallel increase in advances for 

raciaVethnic minonty, poor and working clam women, and single mothers, has no doubt 

changed the gender codes and expectations for these women. h o t  ([1982] 1994) and 

McRobbie (1978) have suggested that workmg class girls may celebrate their femininity as 

a rejection of the masculine knowledge and culture of schools, just as working class boys 

resist school culture through the development of 'coarse" language and style. 

Walkerdhe ([1987] 1994) offers 'a woman academic who after giving an academic paper 

has to flirt with menn as an example of a strategy employed by women who accept and 

succeed at school--or corporate--noms, reaffirming their femininity to offset their 

decidedly deminine performances (67). Lesko (1988) argues for understanding the 

importance of the body in women's identity construction and analyzes how middle class 

and working class girls develop their style, appearance, and sexuality in relation to the 

idealization, commodifîcation and control of women's bodies by schools, families, media 

representations and other cultural arenas. Subtle resistance cm be expressed through a 

woman's use of dark make-up to undermine otherwise 'nice girlw behaviour, or army 

boots to subvert the femininty of a dress. 

Lesko's (1988) ethnographie research within a Catholic high school revealed the 

girls active in organizing school activities and clubs 'sought power and status in an 

organization that demanded modesty and controlled voices and opinions. They acquiesced 

with decorous behaviour, 'nicenesa,' and Little-girl looks" (133). She contrasted their 

softness, nieeness, and efforts at interpersonal relations to the working class buni-outs: 

The burn-outs did not srnile in agreement and excitement when a teacher proposed 
a new idea; these girls did not 'act' enthusiastically to please someone else, as I saw 
rich and popular girls do with staff  members. ... They had no notion that they 
shodd be trying to get dong wi th  everyone, a trait which appears to be part of 
Inidde class girls' repertoire. (134-5). 

Their attitude and physicd appearance was characterized as %rd" and their deviancy 

sexualized into reputations for promiscuity. Most signincantly, Lesko's (1988) 

characterization of successful school girls-nice, pleasant, modest, helpful-does not 

correspond t o  the traits by which successful school boys are valued and celebrated: 

leadership and individual achievement, originality/creativity, and intelligence. Moreover, 



as Walkerdine ([1987] 1994) notes in a study of mathematics classroom, girls' hard work 

and helpfulness are o h  counted against them ay indications of a lack of creativity, 

individuality and intelligence. The values which are accorded to femininity-and actively 

nurtured in women-are denigrated in the progressive school. 

In Chapter 5,1 defhed environment clubs as primarily social, comrnunity service- 

type groups. With the exception of upper middle class Central Collegiate, none seemed 

to exhibit the qualities of 'corporate" organization that Eckert (1989) suggested: no 

cornpetition, Little control over information, membership or activities, and no status 

among their peer groupa. Serviceoriented rather than statu-seeking, they reflected the 

typical volunteer organization, which commonly draws a predominantly female 

membership. Most dressed modestly and tidily, in sweaters and jeans, hair tied back with 

barrettes and elastics. They were described and treated as mode1 students: polite, clean, 

respectful, and socially-responsible. One aspect of their nice and polite demeanours was 

the strategic expression of criticism and resistance in non-threatening and non- 

confrontational ways. The girls at Wychwood were quite bold and upfront with their 

criticisms, questions, and comments, but this was always either delivered or received by 

teachen as friendly 'teasing," which could be laughed off and not taken seriously. At 

Devonshire, resistance was expressed more in the refusal to make eye contact and 

engage, a sort of "grit your teeth until he's gone" approach, rather than direct 

confrontation. ThFough these acts of self-censorship, the girls showed themselves to be 

hard-working, helpful, and responsible adolescents, concerned about their impact on 

their world and committed to making a Merence. 

Indeed theh "good behaviour" garnered criticism fiom their teachers who accused 

them of wasting time with 'chatter" and having no effective leadership skills, 

characteristics ofkn associated negatively with women in contrast to the productiveness 

and individuah@ of men While studies show male students speak more often and louder 

than female students, teachers regularly suggest female students talk and socialize too 

much (Bennett and LeCompte 1990). Ms. Shaw at Wychwood Tech frequently bemoaned 

how the girls just wanted to talk: 

uyou know what we're like, we sit there and there's talking and chattering and it 
takes a long time ta get anythsng conmete really done." 

Similarly, Mr. Robinson at Devonshire Collegiate again and again would chastise the 

girls-during their meetings and to me prioately-for having many ideas" and not 



being capable of actually implementing them. 

'This is a lot to do.. .be carefid not to take on too much ... all you have now is ideas, 
nothuig on paper, no one confirmecl." 

"...they either they don7t realize the amount of cornmitment that's requVed or the 
work ethic that's required or they have the ideas, but when they find out how much 
work h involved to get that idea completed, then a lot of them tend to bse 
interest." 

1 don't know how they are going to do all the things they said they wodd do." 

He would follow this up with the suggestion that they lacked effective leadership, a 

judgement which was echoed by the adult advisor of the Student Environment Network. 

She described her goup, which included a student from Devonshire, as 'some of the 

nicerrt kids" who were very cooperative, but had no leadership skills. By contrast, the 

students at Devonshire were actively trying to create and sustain a collective and 

collaborative group. The 'teamwork" they fought so hard to achieve was not even 

recognized by their teacher because they seemed to iack a prominent individual leader. 

The privileging of the autonomous individual, historically associated with middle class 

white males, works against women's relational and empathetic ways of organizing, which 

emphasize accommodating the needs and concerne of everyone, and dismisses the 

emphasis placed on social connection as trivial, akin to "women's gossip" perhaps, and a 

lack of action/pductivity. 

Central Collegiate was an exception in a number of ways, which might point to the 

class-specific nature of these pressures. Unlike the other clubs and other students in 

their school, the Central club members actively rejected stereotyped symbols of 

femininity, such as makeup, shaven legs, and attractive dothing, and could be said to 

identify wi th  and appropriate masculine models of corporate organization in addition to 

the masculine mode1 of wilderness adventure. However, they also placed inordinate 

efforts on 'sucking up* and king pleasant and nice with their teachers, practices Lesko 

(1988) describes as the trademark of the %ch and popular girls" in her ethnography. 

While I observed a very fkiendly rapport between the staff advisor and Theresa, the club 

president, she was highly critical of him in private: 

Theresa: ... the architect, that's what we're waiting on right now. And the fact that 
we don% have the name of the architect, because [sigh] we can't get one. Yup 
[laughter]. Because [slowly] it's in the bottom of someone's briefcase and he won't 
pet it out [laughter]. [Sigh.] Not that Pm bitter. Nnooo. 
CL: How is he as a staff advisor? 



Vivian: Mellow . 
Saliy Yeah [laughter]. 
Theresa: Well, he's sort of, eeenh, whatever. He's really good for 'whatwer you 
want to do'but ... 
Vivian: Yeah. 
Theresa: But he's not good at initiating stuff. 
Sally Oh yeah, not at aU 
Vivian: He's not there really . . . 

Another time, I observed Vivian ''charm" a teacher into unloclang a d x r  for the club. 

I arrive and h d  Sally and two girls I have never seen Sitting at the classroom door. 
Sally tells me the door is locked and demonstrates by hying the doorknob. ... a 
women teacher cornes by. Vivian addresses her by name and asks her very 
politely if she would open the dwr for their club meeting. At  first the teacher says 
that she is supposeci to be in a meeting now, but then Vivian keeps pushing her to 
open the door, saying in a sugary voice: "you wouldn't want us nuining the halls 
and destroying school property, would you?" 1 don't really think this extra 
sweetnesdthreat was necessary as she seemed to be responding to Vivian as a 
reasonable and mature good student, but afterwards Vivian jokes about how 
charming she is to teachers. 

Later in the roorn, the students spend twenty minutes makuig fun of some of their 

teachers. Theresa and Vivian both are quite aware of the performances they put on and 

seem to feel them necessary for gening what they want, although they contradict the 

'dom to earth' message of their outdoorsy, undecorated style. I would speculate that thîs 

inconsistency belies the pressure placed on these girls to become polite, chEirming 

hostesses and wives, while at the same being encouraged to a h  for and develop the 

appropriate skiUs to handle the high status jobs now open to upper middle class women. 

However, as environmental issues and school, not gender, were the topic of our 

discussions, 1 did not have an opporhinity ta elicit the girls' explmations for their chosen 

style and behaviour. Moreover, as Valentine et al. (1998) note, there is a silence within 

feminist cultural studies on girls who reject femininim 'what there was little space for in 

such studies were the girls who did not do these things, who were what might be termed 

A nnal relation to consider might be that berneen the mostly male club advisors 

and mostly female club members. It is hardly coincidental that the teachers advising high 

school environment clubs are male. Male teachers outnumber female teachers in high 

sehool science and social studies departmenta &om which most environment club advisors 

emerge (Bennett and LeCompte 1990); moreover, familiarity in the outdoors seems to be a 

common trait among the teachers leading environment clubs, again a formative 



experience generally more accessible to boys than girls. Mr. Albion at Central Collegiate 

mentioned some simple pmblems this situation generatsd, srich as his inllbility to take the 

club to field centres for ovemight trips anymore because he lacked a female supervisor 

for the girls' dom. But a simple exchange which occurred between Mr. White and a few 

of the -dents at Wychwood Tech about feminism provoked mmy questions in my mind 

about what kind of role models or mentors these girls may be lacking without femaie 

leaders. 

Premaia runs over to Gita and says somethuig about the women having more 
power because they have the shovels. 
Gita: Oh, Premala, shut up with your feminism. 
Premala: Women do have more power. 
Mr. White: [in a teasing voice] But male birds are more beautiful. 
[silence, everyone re turns to work.] 

Young women might feel more comfortable raising or receive a more serious and 

considered response when raising questions of femininity, gender roles, and feminism 

with female teachers. The club members at Devonshire Collegiate demonstrated they 

were much more comfortable talking with and relating to me than their male teacher, 

although whether this is due to gender, youth, or my lack of authoritative status I carmot 

Say. But one student did tell me on my first visit that: "It's a good thing you're a girl. Girls 

are easier to talk ta" 

Cortclusions 

While the young women in the environment clubs did not attribute their actions or 

motivations to their gendered sociocultural positions, a pattern clearly infoms the 

feminization of environment clubs. The combination of women's socialization as care- 

oriented, moral agents and an environmental discourse directed towards women's domains 

of consumption, household management, health, protection of children, and moral 

responsibility, seemed to attract female youth to environmental activism and 

co~~esponduigiy led their male peers to reject it. The gendered nature- of environmental 

activism rnay be amplified by a school culture which streams boys into sports and girls 

into clubs, reproducing binary gender relations of active, individuated, cornpetitive men 
and passive, social, helpful women. The club members, however, challenged these 

stereotypes in a number of ways, comtructing identities by appealing both to feminine 

ethics of caring and to ambitions for careers in science and business, or to an anti-ferninine 

appearance while maintainhg the social graces of a sweet young girl. Their teachers, 



however, interpreted the importance the girls give to teamwork and social connections as 

a lack of Lead~rcihip in the eyes of the masculine nom of the autmor?ious individual 

privileged in the school. As a result, they tended to belittle the girls' achkvements and 
remained deaf to the ways by which the girls moderated their voices of opposition and 

dissent. 



XI Conclusione: Repreeentations and Recommendatione 

During Earth Week, the environment club at Devonshire Collegiate organized 

daily workshops on water and energy conservation and waste reduction. Overbooked 

with research commitments*that week. 1 was able to attend only a few of their events. 

And s o  it was not until Friday that 1 actuaily hung out in the cafeteria over lunch hour 

watching a volunteer fmm the Municipality's 'MetroWorksW pmgrbmme tryuig in futile to 

interest the talkllig, working, eating, card-playing cafeteria crowd in the etiquette of 

recycling. As 1 sat with my notebook and scribbling pen on a srnail bench in the middle of 

the room, Andrea, one of the club CO-chairs, approached and joined me. She asked me 

what 1 thought of the club and everythmg that was going on and 1 asked her how she felt 

about their Earth Week events and somehow in that noisy, chaotic space we embarked on 

an intimate, honest, exciting exchange of our experiences, stories, and thoughts. 

She shared how her environmental awareness had grown and developed over the 

last few years; 1 shared my story of growing up rural and reclaiming that identity through 

my environmentalism. 1 came out of the ecopolitical closet and shared my analysis of 

environmental issues with her, but lay open rny questions and confusions and 

ambiguities. She explained how her more political ambitions for the club had been set 

aside in the interests of 'not rocking the boat." She revealed she had been suspended 

from school and could not show me the "offensive" posters she had put up under threat of 

being sued. So we tdked about what a club could do and I said I did not know, but I 

described my on-going experiences with organizing a wornen's caucus at a college in the 

University and the institutional and individual resistance and backlash we received. The 
bell rang so suddenly, intempting our moment of  comection, and we quickly finished 

our conversation, gathered up our books and backpacks and pushed our way to the door. 

We thanked each other and then it was over. 1 left the school. unlocked my bike, and 

headed home to h t e  up my field notes. 

This conversation with Andrea was my most exciting moment in the entire research 

process. The rnutuality of the exchange, the insights revealed, and the closeness we 

established seemed to represent the ideal tone 1 aspired to for critical ethnographie 

research. I t  was but a moment though, admist weeks of awkwardness, hesitancy, doubt 

and disappointment. Some days 1 dreaded to go to the schools, so intimidated by the 

uncornfortable social relations of being outsider, observer, researcher. Other days, 1 



would return reinvigorated after a spontaneous game of hacky sr: or a hilarious 

discussion of the state of the girls' washrooms in the school. Once i~ awhile, I made 

personal connections with my participants, such as sharing recips m d  baking stciries 

aRer I brought a batch of cookies, or exposing my vulnerabilities and shortcomings in a 

frank discussion of the failing Riverside club. As much as I tried to be as beneficial and 

nonintmsive as possible, ethnographie research is inherently an intervention in and 

reconstitution of social relations between people. 1 was unquestionably afTected by the 

research process and I was continually aware of the impact 1 must have been having on 

the students and teachers 1 observed and spoke with, although these remained for the 

most part unarticulated and unaddressed. Did Andrea feel the same excitement 1 did 

during our conversation? Did she carry thoughts of it  with her as she entered her next 

class? Did she think, as 1 did, that we had broken through some banier and that from 

then on the research relations would be different? Did they even think of me when they 

reflected on club meetings, chatted in the hallways, or met at each others' houses? When 

they neglected to inform me of cancelled club meetings was it because they forgot about 

me, or were they intîmidated to c d  me personaily despite my insistence to do so, or were 

they resisting my presence, showing me how 1 was not fully integrated and accepted into 

their Iives and activities? 

These nagging questions which I never seem able to set quietly aside raise 

concerns about the ethics of my research, about the politics and unequal relations of my 

research and representations, and about the credibility of the research results/analysis 1 

have preaented. Despite the coherency of the story I have attempted to weave, it is but 

my own constmction and parüal teilmg-partial in the sense of being incomplete and 

partial in the sense of being biased. And so just as 1 have considered the social and 

political relations which shape and define the discourses and practices taken up within 

environment clubs, I need ta consider the relations which shape this particular text. 

Power and Aiuilege in Research 

Social relations of radethnicity, class, and gender are as present in the research 

process as in the groups under study and are often amplined by the unequal power 

relations between researcher and researched. My position within the schools was 

somewhat ambiguous. As a young, female graduate student, 1 was oRen ignored, mocked, 

or placed on the defensive at  various times in the research pmcess, most especially in my 



relations with the Board of Education and school administration. But the catcalls and 'hey 

baby!'s which greeted me as 1 entered some schools or the male teacher who commented, 

as 1 left a message and my phone number for my contact, '16, 18, isn't. that your we?,w 

also contributed tv making me feel uncornfortable in these settings. 1 was fkequentiy 

mistaken for a high school student by teachers and students, and this both helped me 

relate to the students and hindered my contact with administrative staff and teachers. 1 

experienced the same stone-walled faces at the main office that the students complained 

to me about during their meetings. On the other hand, 1 am sure that some of my 

difficulties at the Riverside club were due to my inability to cross over some of the 

language, cultural, and ethnidracial barriers which existed due to rny white, Anglo- 

Canadian position of privilege. Reading back over the transcripts, 1 can see where I 
sometimes misinterpreted students' statements and did not give them enough credit due 

largely to linguistic style, vocabulary, the manner in which they spoke, and the awkward 

pauses 1 wanted to fU. Interestingly, 1, in turn, felt snubbed and intimidated in the 

competitive climate of upper middle clam Central Collegiate, never feeling 1 was able to 

establish any sort of comection or fn'endship with the club memben. Both situations 

also speak to the in establishuig social relations in a short period of t h e .  

At other times, the authority 1 held as a ksearchef a d o r  teacher-equivalent was 

made very clear ta me. During interviews and friendly chats, students and teachers both 

would throw in the occasional "but don't let that get in there" or 'but you can't tell" 

comment which derted me to how they perceived me as intruder and potential threat and 

felt a need to remain somewhat guarded. A few times, 1 was encouraged-even by a staff 

member within the Board of Education-to 'make sure that gets inw with the hope that the 

authority 1 carried as researcher wouid put more weight behind the point. Since some of 

those statements were not relevant to  my research interests-or within my capacity to be 

makmg claims about-I included them in my discussion of the context for the research in 

chapter 5. Most startlingly was a third-hand response 1 received to my research process: 

near the end of the research, 1 had a long discussion about my tentative results with the 

environmental education officer of the Board of Education who then mentioned my study 

during a meeting with a local non-profit environmental group concerned about 

communicating with new immigrants on environmental hazards. She explained that she 

mentioned I would be presenting a paper on my work at a conference in the United States 

to give her reference to me %ore credïbility," but to which they replied, "Atlanta? Why 



not here? We would like to hear her present." Already, I had been pegged as a career- 

aspiring academic not giving my results back ta the community. In addition to sharing my 

results with the school board and partiapating schools, 1 would very much lille h discuss 

my resdts with local community groups and 1 will be seeking out suc. oppominities over 

the next year. 

Such situations reinforce how we ail negotiate our persona1 and institutional d e s  

and identities within social relations of power and pnvilege: there is no impartial stance 

h m  which a researcher can "objectivelyn enter into and re-present cultural groups and 

social relations. While many of these circumstances are unavoidable, 1 might have been 

able to design the research process in more egalitarîan and participatory ways. In 

particular, approachurg students with the consent of the Board, principals and teachers 

already secured and within the setting of a peer gmup characterized by statue and 

fnendships places a great deal of pressure on thern to participate. As Alderson (1995) 

points out, it is much more ethical to give youth the oppomuiity ta 'opt in" rather than 

force them to 'opt out." Of course, the policies of schools boards prevents outsiders fkom 

approachmg its students without such consent, leaving the researcher in a bit of a double 

bind. More signifîcantly, the students did not participate in the defining of the research 

question, data, and analysis, leavhg them in the role of subjects of research not active 

participants in the creation of meaning about the5 lives. I would have liked to do thia 

differently, but 1 did not see any other option given the short t h e  frame: 1 did not know 

enough about what was going on to even begin to propose a collaboration. Moreover, the 

students and teachers had little time for, interest in, or conception of doing research. 

Some initial contact was necessary for me to establish what research could offer them-- 
much less the academic communi&y-at ail. In frtture, 1 would deal with this by allocating 

more tirne for the ethnographic study, taking longer to enter the research sites, and to 

establish the te= of research. 

Stacey (1991) argues that inequality, betrayal, and exploitation are endemic to 

ethnographic research and it is tnie I harbour within me g u l t  for letting some students 

dom, for deflecting thW questions about my research when 1 felt unready to answer, for 

leaving abruptly without a chance to Say gd-bye to everyone. Despite the deguards of 

confidentiality and transparency which ensure academic research is ethical, there is no 

sure-fbe method for always making the right persondsocid deeisions. 1 tried to actively 

make my presence positive by helping out wherever 1 could, by contributing my manual 



labour, by lending students books and other resources, by offering information, contacts 

and advice, and by helping to organize, facüitate or s u p e ~ s e  activities, but the clubs were 

less w i l h g  to draw on me as a resource than 1 had anticipatecl. These minimal acts of 

goodwill might facilitate a positive research relationship, but they do not offset the 

unequal relations of the research process. 

Credibility, Validity and Partial TeUings 

AU research amunts, whether provided by a 17 year old gang member or a 
middle aged businessman, are just that--'accounts,' which are mediated by 
the tellen' experiences, by their perceptions of the researcher and of the 
research context, and by their own agendas. Thus al l  research accounts are 
equdy Wely to be a cocktail of the 'experienced,' the 'perceived,' and the 
ïmagined.' (Valenthe et al. 1998,22) 

The ethnographie text is representation: a re-presentation of the stories and 

experiences of others as understood, perceived, and told by the researcher. 1 have framed 

the words, stories and actions of the students and teachers in my study with theoretical 

constnicts fmm feminism, critical pedagogy, and environmental thought to tell a 

particular story about environment clubs. And, as 1 noted in Chapter 5, this is not the 

story which the teachers themselves would teil. My research question and my analysis 

are driven by my own interests in ecopolitical pedagogies, and 1 am likely asking 

questions which may not appear to be relevant to the participants. Balancing between 
these theoreticdpolitical interests, emergent data, and the representation of othen in 

their complex relations is a juggling act with political and methodological significance. In 

the end, this story is just a story, and one of many which could have been told. But 

accepting the ethnography is partial and partisan does not mean its r e d t s  are fabricated 

o r  methodologically unsound. 1 have tried to maintain a degree of methodological rigour 

through a system of triangulation, face checks, and critical ~ e ~ r e k t i o n .  

The regularity and fkequency of my visits with the environment clubs allowed me 

to identify patterns and issues which arose again and again and which were not always 

visible to the participants themselves, while interviews provided opportunities for 

participants to raise which issues they found to be signincant. The ability to make 

cornparisons acmss clubs was essential for the development of my analysis and provided 

for M e r  checks on the meaning and significance of difterent themes. In addition, 1 drew 
on my experiences with youth environment conferences and discussions with others who 

were involved in environment clubs as students and as advisors as another source of data 



and corroboration. AU of these steps helped triangulate my data sources and methods. 

From hindsight, 1 can see that spending time with participants outside of the club context 

and in the school beyond club meetings and conducting individual interviews wi4h all of 

the students would have pmvided even more data and clarification of data fmm the club 

settings. Also, a broader empirical study of environmental education and clubs in the 

province would have helped cl& the representativeness of the clubs used in this study. 

Trimgdation of analysis was attempted by drawing on a wide range of literatures from 

critical pedagogy, critical subcultural theory, feminist theory, ecofeminism, and 

environmental thought, but could have been even M e r  enhanced through a more 

coilaborative research process. 

A second level of validation can be achieved by checking with the participants 

themselves for their response to the data and analysis. Face checks were conducted in an 

on-going, informa1 sort of way throughout the research. As my thoughts developed on 

what appeared to be an emerging theme, I would ask the students and teachers about it. 

For example, I asked al1 of the groups what they thought about the gendered nature of 

the clubs. More o h ,  1 was able to raise a theme with one or two individuals but not all 

the clubs, as they did not have time for group discussions. For example, 1 had an in-depth 

discussion with the teacher at Riverside about ciass and cultural differences in the 

classrwm and environmental education and with three of the girls at Devonshire about 

mainstream environmental discourses and the depoliticization of their club's goals and 

activities. One individual himself raised the intercomection between his ethnic identity 

and environmentalism. Other themes were sometimes more difficult to articdate, 

partieulady issues about school life, although I also wonder if it might be just that the 

school culture of discipline and authority is so normalized the students had difficulty 

ident- some aspects of it as problematic. Despite these efforts, the face checks were 

not perfomed as systematicdy as 1 would have liked, primarily due to a shortage of time. 

1 have tried to point out where my analysis differs h m  those offered by the teachers and 

students throughout the text, but there are places where I have no confirmation of the 

relative validity of the analysis 1 have constmcted. 1 plan to visit each gmup when school 

re-convenes in September and go over these results when 1 present them with a 

summary of my thesis. Unfortunately their responses will corne too late for inclusion in 

the thesis itself. Idedy,  a final chapter would follow this set of condusions, including the 

comments and response f?om the participating students and teachers, and the analysis 



presented might shift substantially in Light of these responses. Their absence represents 

a weakness of this thesis 

A third demonstration of the trustworthiness of critical research cornes from 

catalytic validity, or evidence that the research has contributed to furthering social change 

in paactice not just in theory. 1 was constantly troubled with how I could eccomplish such 
a formidable task over the course of my short research project, particularly when 1 

discovered 1 would have littfe time with the clubs for discussion at dl. The clubs were 

busy working towards implementing their own agendas and it seemed that any unsolicited 

intervention--even time taken away for discussion--might deraii o r  undermine their 

projects. As 1 anxiously pondered my quandary, 1 realized that Lather's (1986a) demand 

for "the research process [to lead] to insight and, ideally, activism on the part of the 

respondents" presumes the participants are not already engaged in activism and locates 

the researcher at the centre of the consaousness-raising activity. The idea that 1 could 
'catalyze" the clubs into a more critical awareness and action was both premature and 

presurnptuous and any attempt to do so would have undermined the participatory tone 1 

hoped to achieve. 1 chose instead to do whatever I could to help them achieve the goals 

they had already established and postponed any interventions on my part untii a more 

appropriate t h e .  But now, with the analysis complete, 1 remain concerned with how 

much doedcan my research speeincally and âirectly help the participants themselves. 

One student's half-joking comment, Yhat lady's taking notes on us. She's not hem for the 

eco-club, but to study usm made me wince with the implications of how I was exploiting 

them. And 1 was disappointed not have been able to help the Riverside club, even though 

experiencing its faüure pmvided me with invaluable insights for my analysis. In the next 

sections, 1 try to consider the implications of my analysis and how 1 might bring it back to 

the groups in a constructive, dialogical, and possibly ucatalyti~" manner. 

The key lesson here is that the commitments required of a critical ethnographer, 

partidarly face and catalytic validity, demand a signincant cornmitment of time and 

responsibiii~ to the participants and their projects. Three months does not pmvide a 

researcher wîth enough time to establish social relations with a group, to negotiate 

participatory terms of research, to gain an understanding of what is going on, to discuss 

and revise analysis and results, and to identify and enact projects and practices for change. 

In future, 1 would designate a much longer period of tune for entering the r e s e d  site as 

well as for condueting research and I would work in a research team, both so that the 



biases of the researcher in data collection and analysis can be checked more thoroughly 

and so that multiple stories can be gathered-Le., the teachers' stories will not be lost 

when attention is paid to students or when a young researcher enters the schoo:, a s  was 

the case in my study. While 1 do beiieve that my three-month study was valuahle and has 

raised a number of themes and issues micial for environmental education, it was not 

suficiently rigorous for making generalizable claims about environment clubs or  

environment al  activism within schools. 

Analysis und Argument 

The environment clubs were characterized by a liberal-humanist community 

service ethic. Earth Day awareness-raising, recycling and composting programmes, and 

schoolyard naturalizations exemplified the noncontroversial and nonconfrontational 

approach to environmental issues consistently adopted by clubs. To ensure students 

could help 'make a difference," the teachera oganized, suggested or facilitated simple, 

easy, school-centred projects for students to take on in the name of empowerment, 

leadership-ski11 development and morally appropriate behaviour. At the heart of this 

experience, i t  was hoped, lay the seeds of a lifelong cornmitment to environmental 

sensitivity and citizen participation-clearly the sort of youth we need for a sustainable 

tomonow. The logic is common-sensical and reinforced by a slew of empirical 

environmental education research which identifies knowledge, 'locus of control" or a 

sense of empowerment, and familiarity with action strategies as the key ingredients for 

moulding eco-citizemhip behaviour (Hungerford and Volk 1990). 

Despite its apparent logic, or perhaps to establish the logic of the liberal-humanist 
approach, the boundaries of the clubs' discourse, practice and membenhip were carefully 

regulated by the schools, through explicit rules and procedures and a culture of 

surveillance, boredom, and social hierarchies. Critical pedagogue Henry Girow (1983) 

states that 'domination and power represent a 'silent' motif of school lifen and this was 

undeniably evident at Devonshire Collegiate (66). When club members targeted official 

school channels and power structures rather than student apathy in their environmental 

organizing-when they trespassed into the temitory of teachers' courses and curriculums, 

schooi assemblies, and capital projects--they were silenced and redirected into less 

political fonims, overtly and implicitly reminded to avoid conflict and controversy at all 

costs. Projects for an environmental fair would be a waste of paper, they were told; 



cleaning up the litter around the school would do more than holding a school assembly 

and lunch-time workshops. Despite the principal's apparent support for the environment 

club, constant surveillance and interrogation, subtle discouragement,, and dismissive 

ridicule drove the students to continual ~ e ~ œ n a o r i n g  and swallowed most of the* time in 

negotiating for bureaucratic approval. The excitement of sharing environmental 

information and discussing current issues was marginalized to the few minutes they had 

befm their meetings began. One student's comment that 3t's much easier ta talk about 

waste reduction than the seal hunt" b a r s  witness to how the school was anythuig but a 

forum for free expression and active political debate, exposing the contradiction between 

the liberal rhetoric of empowerment and the structure and function of the school as a 

coercive institution which aims to sustain and legitimate the stahis quo. 

Although the club members at Devonshire Collegiate usually responded to these 

regdatory structures and interventions with submission and renewed caution, students 

dismpted and resisted the dominant hegemony of the school and liberal-humanist 

environmental discourses in a number of ways. 1 argue the most prevalent strategy of 

resistance was apathy or tuning out, which can be read as an active rejection of school 

n o m  and culture. Apathy allows students to mediate the bureaucratic rationalization of 

their üves and subjectivities embodied in achooling by maintainhg a sense of personal 

dignity in the refusal to be compared to and shaped in the image of the ideal. good 

student, or perhaps the 'eco-citizen." While it is tnie that apathy is ulümately a self- 

defeating strategy, I suggest it is shaped not from laziness but resistance, and should be 

engaged as social critique not dismissed or chastised as fai lm as the environmentdy- 

active teachers and students tended to do. The construction of student disengagement 

from schooi as some 'natural" adolescent state of self-absorption and rebellion, or 

vandalism, class-skipping and dmpping out as the inevitable legacy of broken families 

and impoverîshed backgrounds serves to normalize a social hierarchy within the school 

and legitimize the meritouacy. The ugood kids" in the environment clubs-like those in 

the sports teams and student council--were rewarded with prestige among and authority 

over their peers, fun activities, creative freedom, and teacher mentorship. In return, they 

demonstrated acceptance and internalization of the middle dass, corporate noms of 

competitive success, institutional identity, and hierarchical obedience promoted and 

enforced within the school. Those whose cultural capital and expectations are most 

consistent with the school n o m  more easily gravitate to such positions of privilege, while 



other students, such as poor or working clam and racial or ettnic rninority youth, may 

face such contradictions, discouragement, and material barriers that they have Little 

choice but to opt out, either literally by dropping out of school, or symbolically by tuning 

out and skipping classes. Unfortunately, resistance to schooiing, the values it upholds, 

and dominant class it represents c m  easily be translated into a rejection of even &ose 

progressive values teachers and students may attempt to bring forwarci in their own 

disruption of the dominant hegemony and envimnmentalism is no doubt a case in point. 

The mainstream discourse of environmentalism, as evident in newspapers, pop 

environmental books, children's TV shows, government educational materials, corporate 

advertising, and mass maihgs  fimm national and multinational environmental gmups, 

has achieved its own status as a pervasive ideology almost accepted as common sense, 

revolving around the triad of recycling, Earth Day, and the scenic wilderness (or 

vulnerable animal) image. Schools in particulsr have been quick to jump onto the 

recycling and Earth Day bandwagons, guided by the empowering messages of the new 

genre of "How to Save the Earth" books, and many an environment club takes its first 

fleeting steps with  the implementation of a school recycling programme. And it is here 

where the apathy of students was cursed most: whereas in elementary school it seemed 

that recyclmg was part of the culture of the school, high school students are somehow too 

lazy to walk over to the recycling bin with their empty pop can. For "good kids," not 

holding onto their can or  dropping a piece of litter was cauae for guilt: one indication of 

how the recychg phenornenon represents a domestication of environmentalism into a 

discourse of morality, cleanliness and order. ShiRing the focus of environmental acüvism 

h m  production to consumption, from public policy to household management, from the 

domains controiied by men to the responsibilities of women (and now children), and fkom 

specinc social and political actors to a rhetoric of univend blame, mainstream liberal 
environmentalism amounts to a depoliticized assuagement of middle class guilt with no 

change to the social, economic or ecological status quo. Timothy Luke, author of 

Ecocn'tiqre, s u s  this up quite nicely when he writes, recyeiuig provides "the symbolic 

and substantive means to rationalize resource use and cloak consumerism in the 

appearance of ecological activismw (134). It is this appearance of Mmaking a difierence," 

coupled with its uncontested moral rightness, which made recychg the dream project in 

the liberal self-empowerment mode1 of high school clubs, in the process reducing 

environmentalism to a set of impotent, eco-correct behaviours d-too compatible with the 



culture of schools and the social and economic ~ a t u s  quo. 

While their projects may Reem quite typical and even indistinguishable, the 

students actively constructed their own environmental stories and meanings as they 

negotiated between these mainstream environmental messages rnd the politics of 

identity. Representations of nature and environmentalism are inseparable from sccial 

relations of race, ethnicity, class and gender, as the environmental justice movement is 

visibly making clear. Each of the clubs positioned themselves differently in relation to 

the nature as nonurban, wildemess nom which continues to dominate the mainstream 

representation of environmentaliem and the environmental agendas of the largest North 

American and British environmental groups. The image of the garden played a pivota1 

role in creating a space for mernories of home within Canadian defdtions of school and 

environmentalism for the largely South Asian new immigrant club members at  

Wychwood Tech. The guidance of books and theory was the link to the land for the 

middle class, second generation Chinese-Canadian students in the club at Devonshire 

Collegiate, their environmentalism constructed at  the interface of urban practices of 

waate-reducing, economical pragmatism, the science of ecology, and the cultural value 

placed on professional careers. The upper middle class white girls at Central Collegiate 

appropriateci the mascuünist discourse of rugged camping and wilderness travel as both 

their environmentalism and their style: their athletic shorts, fleece vests, Swiss army 

knives, and unshaven legs contrasting sharply with the feminine codes of fashion 

followed by their fernale peers. 

The assumption of some teachers that nature experiences are unmediated and 

culturally-neutral cm serves to reinforce the dominant hegemony of upperhiddle class, 

white, male Anglo-North American definitions of nature and %armoniousw humamnature 

practices and relations, while blinding educahrs to the biases they hold. Unable to 

comprehend why a class of inner city, black Caribbean males said they preferred the 

downtown experience over a nature field trip fiom workuig class Riverside Tech, their 

teacher resorted to a "savages in the urban wilderness" explmation for their inability to, 

in his words, 'connect with nature." But the exploitation and neo-colonialism embodied in 

white ways of connecting with nature, exemplined by a Geography class display on 

cniiseboat tourim, projecting white bodies and white desire onto Caribbean landscapes, 

was left unniticized, legitimated by the authority of the school, the curriculum, and the 

teacher, as well as the normalbation of white tourism in popular representations. 



Racism, as much as pride in ethnic identity, plays a signincant role in shaping the relation- 

-bath physical and symbolic-between nature and identity. The sbaents' constructions of 

environmefitalism ware not merely pluralist differences, but located in particular 

historical and political coniexts; discourses which are unequally heard, represented and 

celebrated within schools, popular media and even academic disciplines such as the field 

of environmental education. 

It was in the feminization of environment clubs where the politics of identity most 

clearly intersected with definitions of environmentalism as mediated by the culture of 

schooluig. The combination of women's sociaüzation as care-oriented, moral agents and a 

mainstream environmental discourse directed towards women's domains of consumption, 

household management, health, protection of children, and moral responsibility might 

explain why environmental activism seemed much more attractive to young women than 

to their male peers. While this is f d y  consistent with the predominance of women in 

grassroots environmental organizing generdy, the culture of schooling did seem to 

ample  the gendered nature of environmental activism by streamhg boys into sports and 

girls into clubs. The community service goals, cooperative stmcture and discourse of 

morality adopted by the environment clubs may reflect conventionai attributes of 

femininity and middle class women's volunteerism, but the girls actively merged this ethic 

with distinctly unferninine career ambitions in science, engineering, and business, or a 

tomboyish camping style. At the same t h e ,  they faced contradietory pressures fmm their 

teachers to show more leadership, individuality, and productivity, yet maintain a sweet, 

helpfiù, and nonconfkontational demeanour. The girls' efforts at collaborative teamwork, 

compromise, and cautious avoidance of contlict were interpreted as a lack of leadership 

skills and a waste of time spent on tallring and socializing, rather than strategic choices. 

These gender relations within the schwl refiect, and likely reproduce, women's roles as 

volunteers and behind-the-scenes workers within the mainstream environmental 

movement. 

The social relations and discourses legitimated within the schools are not static nor 

prescribed; students, teachers, parents, and administrators engage in on-going struggles 

of definition which shape the CUlTlcuium and culture of schools. And the long-standmg 

liberal tradition which mandates schools to nurtve knowledgable, active, and caring 

citizens may be under siege, but stül holds currency with many people and many 

teachers. Despite the evidence that schools tend t o  reproduce social relations of 



inequality and to de-politicize and suppress student activism and opposition. the school 

also plays a role as--and can be reclaimed to act as--a site of potentid emancipation. 

Many students listed taking an environmcxital studies course as part of their activism and 

the power of such knowledge in furthering and legitllnizing students' understandings and 

social critique and activism should not be underestirnated. By providing access to 

knowledge and other people, both adults and peers, with similar concerns, and the space 

to organize as a group, the schools did indeed support the political ernpowerment of 

students and teachers. Moreover, the depoliticized nature of the environmental 

discourses taken up by the clubs does not erase the fact that the mere existence of 

environment clubs alone was a political statement criticizing the lack of attention to 

environmental issues and opportunities for environmental actions within their schools. 

The challenge faced by educaton and club advisors is how to M e r  this potential. 

zmplica tions and Poten tialities 

In my introduction, 1 phrased my research question as a hope as much as a 

question when 1 asked: what kind of space might an environment club open up for 

counter-hegemonic practices within the school and within society? And how might we 

create such moments? There are no easy solutions on 'how-to' do this, indeed the 

instrumental language belies the rnanipulative politics inherent in such a strategy and 

ideal. Many within environmental education have argued that modem schooling is 

incompatible with ecologicd sustainability and advocate a massive overhaul of school 

structures, even deschooling (Orr 1992; Stevenson 1987; Weston 1996). Teachen too may 

have larger visions beyond the actions taken by their clubs and classes, but alone they 

lack the political influence to enact many of these radical changes and it is both unfair 

and disempowering to place the burden and blame for political and institutional 

resistance ont0 their shoulders. Thus I will attempt to sketch out a few recommendations 

which I feel are within the capacity of teachers Like those 1 worked with, and indeed some 

of which are being pwsued by those very teachers. These wi no doubt be easier to Say 

fkom the theoretical distance of the acaderny than to implement in the fienetic immediacy 

of the classroom, as I myself experienced at Riverside Tech. A more constructive 

conclusion to this project wodd be the initiation of a collaborative project with several 

teachers and students, deconstructing and reconstituting this analysis in the practice of 

everyday school Me. 



First, a school climate which suppresses confiict, subjects students to continual 

surveillance and interrogation and breeds apathy works more to suppress than to support 

students' tentative forays inta activism. Teachers can liitempt to alleviate and disnipt this 

culture in a number of ways. Clearly, teachers can play a signiticant role in liRing the 

blanket of artificial consensus which prevails in the schools by actively engwing 

controversial issues and supporting and facilitating their studentrt to do so as well. A key 

strategy towards de-centring and disrnantihg the dominant hegemony is to heed the 

multipliuty of voices which speak from the margins and to always consider the effects of 

power and privilege, recognizing that what differentiates students and teachers is not so 

much levels of knowledge and experience, but relative positions of power. Rather than 

using that position to keep an eye on and a fhger in the plans of students, teachers can 

respect the dignity and privacy of students but invoke their relative authority and 

influence when students need to ded with higher bodies of authority such as the principal 

and the school board and externa1 groups. But even those voices which may be the most 

dficult to hear and understand, such as the opposition expressed in vandalism and 

apathy and talkmg back, need to be respected and engaged. As long as teachers maintain 

a paternalistic assumption that they know what and how students should l e m ,  they 

bloek out dissenthg voices and oRen fall back on class, race, or gender-based stereotypes 

when they are unable to comprehend their students' actions. This requins the courage to 

be self-critical, to acknowledge one's own biases and limitations and what one does not 

know, to be open to leaming and legitimking the different knowledges and experiences 

students bring with them to school, and perhaps to lose control of the classroom and 

CUrriCUlm. 

Second, the cultural politics inherent in all curridums need to be recognized, 

interrogated, and made explicit. By locating different discourses in the context of their 

historical construction and the sociopolitical interests they represent, teachers 

demonstrate that knowledge is to be conteste& not just taken in and memorized as an 
objective body of facts. The representations of nature, animals, environmentalism and 

people of Merent classes, ethnicities, races, genders, sexual orientations, and abilities, 

the explanations of social reaiity and what is omitted h m  those explanations, and the 

strategies and histories of critique and opposition which comprise an environmental 

studies or environmental science or English or business curriculum al l  emerge fkom 

pmticular historical constructions and hold political messages. Similarly, the scholastic 



ideal by which stl~cients are judged privileges certain kinds of cultural capital, language 

styles, and social behaviour which have nothmg ta do with intellecaial abiüties. Teachers 

need to be aware of the sociopolitical interests behind the noms tiiey uphold. Even a 

commitment to social justice and equality can entrap teachers-and many others--hto a 

pedagogy of ideologicai correctness rather than a dialogue between equals about power 

and privilege. The mainstream discourse of Mestyle envhnmentaiism has assumed a 

status of moral goodness which deflects critique and silences other environmental 

positions, such as environmental justice. But this common sense veneer of personal 

lifestyle environmentalism can be unsettled by pointing out the contradictions in the use 

of consumerism as a strategy of environmental activism or the targeting of children and 

youth, rather than political agents, in environmental advertising. Considering how 

different representations and discourses distort social reality can be the atarting point to 

worleng with students to understand social reality and the social relations, such as racism, 

sexism, hetemsexim and capitalism, which shape our lives and identities. 

Third, environmental educators in particular need to acknowledge how our 

understandings of nature are embedded in culture. Popular representations of nature, 

such as science or the concept of wilderness, are construed as universal noms and 

categories, but have been largely dehed  and shaped by the dominant class, culture and 

gender. The standard stories of nature and environment which predominate in popular 

media and the environmental studies and environmental science classroom can be de- 

centred by providing students with the space to share perspectives and understandmgs of 

nature based on their own clam and cultural backgrounds, ineludmg those that may seem 

to be exploitative or mythological or absent, and by exposing students to different 

representations of nature found in classical and contemporary literature From different 

cultures and nations. Moreover, teachers need to be sensitive to the different images of 

environmentalism students rnay bring with them to school and how their backgrounds 

and experiences may position them differently within environmentalist discourses. This 
may require shifting one's environmental focus from biodiversity to urtan housing 

conditions or one's rhetoric from liberal altruism to economic pragmatism. Placing 

students' own experiences and knowledges at the centre of a critical and emancipatory 

pedagogy does not mean that students' opinions and behaviours are to be unqualifiedly 

atnrmed, but rather taken seriously as valid perspectives. 

Laatly, environmental activism within the school should be approached and 



undeAtood in the context of the larger social movement. By this 1 mean that teachers and 

students should actively forge links with groups outside of the school and that 

environmental education be expressly committed to social change. Experience with a 

variety of environmental groups can broaden students' knowledge and understanding of 

environmental issues and strategies substantidy and provide both teachen and students 

with valuable allies for making change within the school. The concerns within the field of 

environmental education that it remain "education not ideologyw (Jickling 1993; McClaren 

1991) ignore how education is always affected by values, and always has political 

implications. Critical educators argue not that education be ideological, but for educators 

to openly acknowledge their value commitments and ensure their goal be the analysis 

and rejection of oppression, iqjustice, authontarian power structures, and destructive 

practices. Without such a cornmitment and focus, the target of environmentai education 

becomes students and youth who need to change their consciousness and behaviour to 

confom with some pre-conceived nom. Not surprisingly, it will be those youth whose 

cultural capital does not place much value on liberal-humanist environmentaüsm which 

will appear most intransigent and resistant to  learning. Lastly, by taking up the 

environmental movement itself as a topic of study, considering its multiple histories and 

representations, and examining the theoretical and sociopolitical underpinnings of its 

various discourses, teachers c m  help students understand the forces which have 

influenced their activism and perspectives and the implications of their subsequent 

decisions. Theorizing and critique are as much a part of building a movement as meetings, 

proposais, and protests. 

Conclusions 

The conclusion of this research brought me part relief, part disbelief, and part 

sadness. 1 feel it is incomplete in many ways, prematurely bmught to a close with the end 

of the school year and deadlines for a master degree, with many discussions left 

unpursued, many questions unasked, and many explanations unspoken. The research 

has offered me extraordinary insight into the diverse voices, values, and structures which 

shape environmental activism within schools and a practical context from which to 

explore, cl-, and bring to life theoretical constmts I have struggled with in 

abstraction; what it offers my research participants and other teachers and students and 

environmental educators is less certain 1 certainly hope to ensure that 1 was more than a 



fleeting face, intrusive and ùiquisitive, which passed in and out of their üves. If nothhg 

elsc, 1 hope to have contributed to the emergent dialogue on the intersection of social 

relations of class, race, ethnicity, and gender and environmental justice, as seen fmm 

within the context of the school and the environment club. 
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