Education

Reading, Writing, and Gardening

Rainbow Bridge International School (RBIS) has made envi-
ronmental education a priority. The school hosts an annual
Earth Day festival for the local community, has an organic
garden and a worm farm, and is planning construction of
a greenhouse. The garden, initiated last year by a group of
interested teachers, has proven so popular with the students
that the faculty have written an entire curriculum pegged to
it. The Garden and the Curriculum encompasses all the core
subjects: science, math, reading and writing.

“For children in an international setting, their reality is very
different. It makes it more important to teach them where
their food comes from, to create that empathy,” says princi-
pal Stephen Walshe of one of their main goals for the organic
garden. Along with elements like learning about the life cycle
of a plant in science, all the students get hands-on experi-
ence. For example, each class takes turns collecting usable
food scraps from the cafeteria and transfer-
ring them to the compost bins.

For the kids’ part, they love digging
around in the garden. “You can hear and
see their excitement when they go out
there,” Walshe says. “It belongs to them, it's
their garden, they own it.” Then again, dirt,
worms and messy old food isn’t a hard sell
to young children.

On the whole, however, environmental education at Shang-
hai’s international schools faces a universal struggle: Time.
There's not enough of it. Teachers have only so much time in
the day to cover the core subjects. It gets even more diffi-
cult at the high school level where they must focus on exam
preparation. Rainbow Bridge has the advantage of being a
small school serving just preschool through fourth grade.
Additionally, they have a core group of teachers interested in
doing more environmental activities.

And that’s the essential point, says Matt Schelbe, vice prin-
cipal of Shanghai Community International School Honggiao
(SCIS). The amount of environmental material integrated into
instruction largely depends on the individual teacher’s own
interest.

At the elementary levels, teachers have to cover the basics
- reading, writing, math, science. Exactly how they do it
varies from teacher to teacher. Betty Olivolo, a fifth grade
teacher at SCIS, is one of those teachers with a lifelong pas-
sion for environmental education. “If you're teaching about
reading you could have stories about the environment,” she
says. “Or you can easily teach about animals.” But Olivolo

feels the time crunch keenly as a new teacher to SCIS, saying
that she frankly hasn't had the time yet to “integrate some
cool topics.”

RBIS has assured the long-term existence of their organic
garden by creating a garden committee. When one of the
founding teachers inevitably leaves, the garden will still be
preserved through the appointment of a new committee
member.

While time and teacher interest or experience can affect the
level of environmental instruction, science curriculums are
far from devoid of it. American national science standards
do require some environmental science and the International
Baccalaureate program offers an exam program in environ-
mental science. Still, the individual teachers play the biggest
role in the level of environmental education.

Pat Frerking is one of those teach-
ers who have made the environment
a priority. Frerking teaches Principles
of Science at Concordia, a general
science class integrating biology,
chemistry, physics and earth science
for ninth graders. For the first third
of the year he introduces scientific
concepts through environment-re-
lated topics. In the first unit the
students explore the question, “how can China feed itself?”
studying how human populations impact their environment.
The second unit is a seven-week study of global warming cul-
minating in research reports. This year’s papers included the
effect of rising sea levels on Shanghai, alternative energies,
and why global warming causes flooding and drought.

Noah Flesher who teaches pre-K at SCIS brings environmen-
tal education into his classroom through what he calls daily
“teachable moments.” For example, he cuts paper towels in
half for snack time, reminds his students to turn the water
off, and requires everyone to bring their own reusable plastic
cup. “You'd be surprised, they rat on each other when some-
one uses more than one paper towel,” he says of how quickly
the children learn environmentally friendly habits.

But Flesher’s highest-impact yearly project is on pollution.
Once a year he teaches a unit on litter where the class talks
about trash and then goes out to pick it up. Then when the
students are in a specialist class, he “pollutes” the class-
room, strewing litter everywhere, “When I ‘pollute’ our class-
room it really hits home,” he says.
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The environment is certainly on the - B - e
mind of every international school.
Most schools are involved in extracur-
ricular environmental activities like
running recycling programs, raising
money for environmental causes, and
developing Earth Day projects. Twelve
international schools are also members
of Roots and Shoots, a service orga-
nization aimed at involving youth in
community action.

But perhaps the most important ques-
tion regarding environmental education
on the international school level is what
the students are taking away. “A lot of
kids want to do something for the envi-
ronment. So many of them want to do
something,” says Olivolo, who leads the
SCIS Honggiao Roots and Shoots group.
“They don’t just want to sit around.
They hear about a problem and their
reaction is, ‘What can we do?"” ,.

Kristi Lanier is a U.S.-based freelance
writer.

Rainbow Bridge students celebrate Earth Day in 2006.
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