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David Orr, a professor at Oberlin College and an eloquent proponent of environmental education in the liberal arts, wrote in his book Earth in Mind (2004):

[A]ll education is environmental education.  By what is included or excluded, students are taught that they are part of or apart from the natural world.

Orr argues forcefully that our current educational model, rather than reinforcing our connections, indeed sets us apart from the natural world.

Whether you agree with his assessment or not, it is clear that one can approach the study of the environment from any discipline.  We do that here now.  We have strong interdisciplinary programs in ES&P and in LSS that link environmental interests both within and across academic divisions.   Other groups on campus, such as the Committee on Sustainability and the GreenTeam, are comprised of faculty, staff, and students, who are working to reduce the campus’s ecological footprint.    There are also a number of student environmental organizations working toward similar ends.  And finally, there are faculty, staff and students here, unaffiliated with any of these groups, who have a desire to learn about and engage in matters concerning the environment. 

So the challenge, for our working group, has been to design a Center that focuses these energies, these varied interests, and the diversity of learning styles productively and effectively toward common goals.  Fortunately, our working group has representatives from all 3 academic divisions and from the administration, so we encompass the broad range of environmental interests and pedagogical styles.  Regardless of where we hang our hats, the working group members recognize that the study of the environment and the search for sustainable solutions provide a meaningful and very powerful and unifying context for student learning at Smith, particularly with its open curriculum.

Progress to date.   We’ve met 4 times over interterm.  In the course of these meetings, we defined the purpose and goals of the Center; we discussed the infrastructure that is needed and outlined the programming necessary to accomplish our goals; and articulated a set of expected outcomes and benefits.   I will read a draft of our Purpose and Goals, comment briefly on the infrastructure and programming, and note what is yet to be accomplished.

I. Purpose and goals

The purpose of the Center for the Environment is to catalyze efforts to deepen understanding and appreciation of the environment and to provide inspiration, opportunities, and resources to work toward an environmentally sustainable world.   The Center will foster and support imaginative and forward-thinking collaborations that bridge the natural and social sciences, the arts and humanities, and engineering to address questions and problems related to the environment.   

The Center’s goals are fourfold: (1) to advance environmental literacy throughout the Smith community; (2) to address environmental issues and engage in problem-solving through interdisciplinary research and educational outreach; (3) to make Smith College a model for innovative environmental stewardship, and (4) to facilitate communication and synergy among environmental interests on campus.   A sustainable relationship with the environment must emerge from an understanding of both culture and science.  To this end, the Center will serve as the physical and intellectual nexus for all environmental activities at Smith.   The Center will be designed to stimulate student investigation of:

· the natural world and its life-sustaining processes; 

· the human relationship to the environment in historical and cultural contexts; and

· strategies – artistic, social, scientific, and technological –to achieve sustainable solutions that will benefit society. 

In terms of infrastructure:
We see the Center as being staffed by a full-time director who will teach 1 course per year and devote the majority of her/his time to planning and administering Center activities and initiatives, to securing external funding, and to actively promoting the Center on campus and outside Smith.  

The director would be supported by a center coordinator as well as by visiting postdoctoral fellows and scholars.   We also believe that a Sustainability Coordinator should be housed in the center.   As part of their responsibilities, this person will actively integrate campus sustainability efforts into curricular and co-curricular efforts of the Center.  Organizationally, we expect the sustainability coordinator to work closely with the center director, but he or she will report to a member of the senior administration.

In terms of physical space:

The center will need space for staff offices, a conference room where meetings can be held, a foyer where results of student projects and real-time data collection can be displayed, and working spaces for interdisciplinary research projects.  The existing spatial analysis lab in Bass Hall may ultimately be housed in the center.   

In terms of programming at the Center:

We see the Center implementing a diversity of teaching and research methods to accomplish our goals.  Here, I present three examples.

To reach a greater number of students (e.g., those not in ES&P or LSS), we propose developing a 1-2 credit course modeled after LSS 100, where guest speakers come in once a week to talk about a particular environmental theme over the course of a semester.   Speakers would be selected to represent a variety of approaches to that theme. 

To foster interdisciplinary research, the Center plans to support 2 long-term research projects on 2-4 year cycles, each of which would require collaboration of faculty and students across disciplines (along the lines of some projects in ES&P).   These teams would work collaboratively to address a large-scale environmental issue or problem, such as global warming, from multiple angles.   The projects would be designed so that students could engage early in their careers here and work with increasing levels of research sophistication as they move through their 4 years at Smith.  Students could receive summer internships, where they gather data; they could then analyze their results as part of a special studies or honors project during the academic year; and report on their findings in various venues (e.g., Celebrating Collaborations).

To encourage environmental literacy and sustainability efforts across the campus, we see the Center organizing and sponsoring faculty and staff workshops on various related topics.  These efforts will feed directly back into student learning, because all our talk about sustainability and caring for the environment will carry little weight if we, as an institution, are unwilling to ‘practice what we preach’.

We have a number of other initiatives developed or in the planning stages, but this should give you some idea of our direction.

Still to be done.

· We need to coordinate with the other Centers.   As I described, our goals include addressing real-world environmental problems locally, nationally and internationally.  This involves establishing connections and working with the local community and the international community.   To prevent duplication of effort, coordination with the other 2 centers will be essential.

· We will need to continue to develop and refine our ideas based on feedback we receive.   

· We want to conduct site visits to see how our peer institutions, particularly those with Centers, are approaching environmental studies.

· We need to see how our ideas match up to our budget.

Expected benefits to Smith are great.   

A strong Center for the Environment will help to address many of the important issues confronting Smith College.  Women have historically been strong environmental advocates, and an explicit commitment to environmental education, research, and action will enhance admissions competitiveness and draw students who currently look to other peer institutions for such direction.  We can also expect an environmental focus to attract quality faculty and staff with environmental interests.  

The Center’s activities will also prepare Smith students for graduate study and for futures in teaching, law, business, architecture, planning, landscape architecture, construction, research, conservation, and activism.   By articulating a distinctive position with respect to the environment, Smith has the opportunity to increase its visibility and enhance philanthropic support by alumnae and foundations. 

The Center will inspire students (and hopefully faculty and staff) to be globally (and locally) responsible citizens who connect to the natural world and strive to reduce their ecological footprint 
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