
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uare20

Art Education

ISSN: 0004-3125 (Print) 2325-5161 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uare20

Art, Ecology and Art Education: Practices &
Linkages

Ronald W. Neperud

To cite this article: Ronald W. Neperud (1997) Art, Ecology and Art Education: Practices &
Linkages, Art Education, 50:6, 14-20

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00043125.1997.11652179

Published online: 30 Dec 2015.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 56

Citing articles: 6 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uare20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uare20
https://doi.org/10.1080/00043125.1997.11652179
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uare20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uare20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/00043125.1997.11652179#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/00043125.1997.11652179#tabModule


involvedin developing creative,
imaginativesolutions to environ­
mental problems,... Developa sense
ofempowerment to recognize,
improve,and reconstruct neglected
environments through individual
and communal actions. (Neperud,
1995, pp. 235-36)

Sculpture created for animals at the colloquium

was soon used by Pickerington Ponds wildlife

Understand the ecologicalnature
ofenvironment in which all things
are related and affectedby overlap­
ping processes, resulting in a valu­
ing ofbiodiversity... Developa
sociallysituated and responsible
viewofaesthetics... Become

The colloquiumencouraged partici­
pants to work collaboratively in address­
ing particularenvironmental concerns
in their communityas wellas to:

ART, ECOLOGY, AND ART EDUCATION:
e

A
re art and ecology linked,
and ifso,how?Two tradition­
al linkages b tween art and
ecologyhave dominated up

to now: (I ) -cology ha b -n view d as
nature and has served either as a back­
ground in art or a the major theme in
landscape art, and (2) art is a tool for
illustrating ecological cone ' nJS and a
technology for conveying messages
about ecology. Art & Ecology was a col­
loquium that questioned pre-existing
premises about linkages b nween art
and ecology and suggested implica­
tions for art education curriculum. -111e
colloquium wa .. sponsored, in part, by
the G -tty Education Institut > for th
Arts and s -veral Ohio arts organiza­
lions and institutions, including the
Department ofArt Education at The
Ohio State University. Don Krug of that
department directed the colloquium.
Severalguest artists, art education fac­
ulty,and localexperts elaborated on
colloquium topics. In this paper I tell a
partial story of the colloquiumas a par­
ticipantand observer. Myinterpreta­
tion ofparticipants' written and oral
comments explores their understand­
ing ofecology, the relationship ofart to
ecology,and interdisciplinaryand com­
munity-basedecologicalart education.

BY RONALD W. NEPERUD
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Parlicipants enthusiaslicalIyexplored i!leasabout

sl'ffibolism and environmenlaI issues bycombinirl(I

recycled and lound objects.

aboutecological artists. In a recent
paperon "connective aesthetics."
Gablik expressed the view that modem
aesthetics withitsemphasisonindivid­
ualism and the separationof art from
lifemakesaudiences intodetached
observersand spectators. "Suchart can
neverbuildcommunity" but artistsare
finding "ways ofweaving environmen­
tal and social responsibility directly into
their work"(Gablik, 1995. pp.8&87).

e

In
Participantsin the colloquium

exploredemerging themes. issues, and
concepts relatedto art andecologyand
designedways tobuildsuccessful inter­
disciplinary team relationshipsinart
education.

Althoughattempts toestablish con­
nectionsbetweenart andecologyare
relatively infrequentinart education.
such linkageshave figured prominently
in the workofsome artistsand critics
whodraw uponecological connections
inaesthetics and art. For example, Suzy
Gablik(199l). a criticand colloquium
participant, has writtenextensively
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ColIllQlJium participants discussed issues ofurban ecology aIthe Columbus: Topialy Parll

fashioned after 5eurafs Sunday Allernoon atLa Grande Jatte

Artist James Mason

• ARl EDUCflTION I NOVEMBER 1991

Apersistent ques­
tion was how art and
ecology could be
related, especially
how ecology could be
taught without losing
theindividual value
ofart•



THE COLLOQUIUM
Approximately 50 teachers and

other educators participated in the col­
loquium. Other participants, including
a Yellowstone Park ranger/educator,
an artist, and a critic, added additional
expertise to the colloquium and con­
tributed to exciting discussions of envi­
ronmental issues.

COLLOQUIUM CONTENT
Although the colloquium lasted only

5 days it was packed with a variety of
engaging activities, which included art,
ecology, and curriculum content. A rich
array of resources drawn from local
communities provided the setting for
colloquium experiences. Recurring
issues and themes relevant to art and
ecology provided continuity for the
diverse activities of the colloquium.
Themes such as a community-based
ecological art education, social ecology,
ecofeminism, and ecological restora­
tion allowed participants to confront
environmental problems in differing
contexts. An inquiry model consisting
of direct experience, observation and
reflection, critical thinking, and
planned action served as a core for the
various educational activities. The
inquiry approach served as an issues­
oriented, problem-centered basis for
learning.

Art and ecology were woven into the
content of the colloquium, as were cul­
tural and curriculum concerns consis­
tent with the goals of the program. Ron
Hirschi, a biologist, ecologist, and
author of children's ecologically orient­
ed books, discussed and pointed out
the symbiotic relationships among nat­
ural phenomena while conducting
walks at the Pickerington Ponds Park
through the head-high grasses sur­
rounding the pond. He explained how

vegetation was nourished by pond
nutrients, which sustained various
forms oflife such as frogs, insects,
birds, and salamanders. Two park natu­
ralists, including "Ranger Rick" as he
was affectionately called, and an art
educator provided a geological and his­
torical account of the park's formation
and ecological changes over the years.

Lynne Hull, whose work Raptor's
Roost is featured in Gablik's The
Reenchantment ofArt (1991), led collo­
quium participants in creating ecologi­
cally sensitive structures for turtles,
toads, dragonflies, birds, and other
pond life at the Pickerington
Elementary School Wetland. These
constructions served not only as
planned actions but also as restorative
acts.

Several curriculum projects were
directed specifically to linking ecology,
art, and cultural matters to curriculum
and action plans. These issue-oriented
projects were designed to involve par­
ticipants in using interdisciplinary
approaches to curriculum thinking, but
access to large quantities of art materi­
als sometimes seemed to encourage
traditional ways of making art, rather
than focusing on the intended ecologi­
cal issues.

An important part of the colloquium
was a day spent at Serpent Mound. This
largest and best known of the effigy
mounds was placed in historical and
archeological perspective by an Ohio
State Historical Society officialand a
professor of anthropology. Aprocess
drama,conducted by a group of teach­
ers from Duxbury Elementary School
promoted speculation about the life and
development of early mound dwellers.

Teachers were intrigued by this activi­
ty. Unfortunately, time limits prevented
full facilitation of the process. Some
leaders directed the process too much
instead ofletting it unfold. This led to
heated questions among colloquium
participants about representing others.
The colloquium faculty developed a
curriculum strategy which prepared
the participants for ecologically sensi­
tive curriculum construction consider­
ing and representing a sociocultural
group. Important questions such as
"Who should determine which aesthet­
ic artifacts are worth preserving and for
what reasons?" were raised by an art
education faculty member.

Perhaps the most striking and com­
plete example illustrating the focus of
the colloquium was the work of Mary
Sheridan at Pickerington Elementary
School. Her accomplishments in eco­
logical art education demonstrated how
group efforts, led by an imaginative art
teacher with a willingness to work with
others, could integrate piecemeal infor­
mation into a cohesive whole of inter­
disciplinary curriculum, ecology, art,
and restorative ecology.

PARTICIPANTS' RESPONSES TO
THE COLLOQUIUM

In order to give participants a voice
in the colloquium, and as a means of
obtaining information useful to the staff
in making adjustments, a brief paper
and pencil questionnaire was distrib­
uted on 3 days. Among the first day's
responses were suggestions for more
time to reflect on connections between
direct experiences and ecological and
curriculum issues. A persistent ques­
tion was how art and ecology could be
related, especially how ecology could
be taught without losing the individual
value of art.

NOVEMBER 1997/ ART EDUCATION ..



On the finalmorning ofthe colloqui­
um participantscompleteda question­
naire about motivationsand
expectations,viewsofart and ecology,
ecosystems curriculumand actionmat­
ters. Most participantswanted to
acquire more informationon the eco­
logicaland environmentalissues and
themes providedby artists and ecologi­
calexperts. Manywere interested in
the interdisciplinary dimension,linking
art and ecologyat both classroom and
schoollcommunitylevels.One teacher
wanted to do more "than simplyrecy­
clingmaterials."I found this comment
insightful, for manythink they are fully
engaged in environmentalissues when
their sole activity is recycling. The
opportunityto meet and talkwith oth­
ers ofsimilarinterests was highlyval­
ued as a source ofenergy and
inspiration. Camaraderieand bonding
developedamong colloquiumpartici­
pants and became as valuableagain as
the formally acquired information.

ART AND ECOLOGY
Howis art related to ecology?To

some participantsart celebrates the joy
found in nature because nature itselfis
art. Someteachers sawart as a visual
language capableofconveyingstrong
environmentalmessages. To others art
reflectsecological history,values,and
hopes forfuture environmentalrela­
tionships and is a means ofenhancing
an environmentand developingaware­
ness ofenvironmentalissues. Other
teachers suggested that art and ecolo­
gy are related in broader ways,for
example,withthe concerns ofthe soci­
ety, givingrise to a sociallyresponsible
linkageofart to ecology, whichwas
related to Gablik's"connectiveaesthet-
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ics" (1995) .Art is not solelya means of
depictingor illustratingthe environ­
ment, but is also intimatelyintercon­
nected to attitudes about surroundings.

MEANING OF ECOSYSTEMS TO
TEACHERS

Elementaryart teachers' under­
standing ofecosystems and their func­
tions was characterizedby the
reoccurring and overlappingthemes of
balance, interactions, and relationships.
Teachers who used balance to describe
ecosystems spoke ofa system that
includedand involved allbeings within
it, humans, animals,plants,as wellas
the atmosphere. Interaction was anoth­
er dominanttheme in the teachers'
viewsofecosystems.Relationships
were seen as the interrelationships of
elements in a particularenvironment.
Althoughcolloquium participants used
the terms balance, system, and interac­
tions in describing ecosystems, the
terms seemed to be used interchange­
ably.Most teachers recognized that if
change occurs in one dimension ofan
ecosystem the remainder is also affect­
ed.

CURRICULUM
INTERDISCIPLINARY VIEWS,
AND TAKING ACTIONS

What does curriculum mean to you?
Where and inwhat form does it exist?
What does interdisciplinary mean in
terms ofcurriculumand instruction,
particularlyas it relates to your ownsit­
uation?Howcan you relate planned
actions toyour ownparticularwork,
school,situation,or community? Over
50% ofparticipantsheld abroad, inte­
grated viewofcurriculum,for example,
"Curriculumis the cullingofmylife
experiences, travels,andinterdiscipli­
nary study that I endeavor to impart to
my students."This teacher-based,
open-ended,flexible approach to cur-

riculum planningcan be attributed in
part to concerns with educational
change and improvement.These teach­
ers saw the need to engage their stu­
dents in dialogue,discussion, and
criticalthinking in studio, as wellas in
other areas, as they worked towarddis­
tinct creative interpretations. Nearly
50% ofthe teachers used more tradi­
tionalapproaches to curriculum,using
terms such asgoalsjorinstruction,
plans, and planforaction. Teachers use
the term interdisciplinary to describe
coordinatingcurriculum as much as
possible,eliminatingboundaries
among academic areas, and relating art
studies to elementary classroom teach­
ers' curriculum.These views,reflected
in colloquiumgoals,were characteris­
tic ofthree commonlyaccepted
approaches to interdisciplinaryeduca­
tion: (1) havinga central theme as the
coordinatingelement around which
several disciplinesmake contributions,
(2) emphasizing skillscommonto each
discipline, such as generic higher-order
thinking skills,and (3) synthesizing
and using material from severaldisci­
plines to solvereal lifeproblems.

Most teachers planned to bring col­
loquiumideas back to their school and
try them with their staffand students.
Those whowere not teachers intended
to realizecolloquiumideas by working
in their communityor neighborhood to
effectecologicalchange.

LINKAGES, CONCLUSIONS AND
COMMENTS

Afterparticipatingin the Art&
EcologyColloquium, analyzingdaily
and finalanswers to questions, and talk­
ing withcolloquiumparticipantsand
faculty, Ibelievethat several linkages
are suggested among art, ecology,and
curriculum.



"Curriculum is the culling ofmy
life experiences, travels.and inter­
disciplinary study that Iendeavor
to impart to my students."

1.First-handphenomenological
experience is an essential foundation
upon which to buildecologicalcon­
cerns. In the construction ofknowI­
edge or ingivinglifeto concepts
derived fromother sources. direct
experience ofone's environment is an
integral part ofan inquiryprocess.
Direct experience wascentral to the
colloquium-experiencing
Pickerington Pond life, art at Ohio State
University'sWexner Center, the
Serpent Mound, and interactions with
artists and writers. Experience ofone's
environment amplifieshuman-environ­
mental interactions. When one
becomes involved and familiarwith an
environment. decisions that harm the
environment are less likely.
Colloquiumparticipantsappreciated
the direct experiences offered them.
Because art is usuallytaught as a
hands-onsubject. linking it with science
and socialstudies in an ecologicalsense
makes all three subjects relevant and
applicableto lifefor the students.

2. Some elements of the inquiry
cycle (direct experience, critical think­
ing, observation and reflection,and
planned action) were realized more
completelythan others. Direct experi­
ence wasachieved successfully in the
briefbut intensivecolloquium.
Participants indicated that they needed
time to think about and reflecton their
experiences. Planned actions were pro­
jected in future plans forschool and
community actions. Criticalthinking
and reflectionrequire time and space,
which a colloquiumdoes not necessari­
lyafford:however. fromobserving dis­
cussions and assessing the results of
the questionnaires, I felt that these ele-

ments of inquiry were taking placeand
wouldlikelycontinue as participants
returned to their schools and communi­
ties.

3.Ateam spirit and a sense ofcom­
munity were achieved through the col­
loquium. Many participantsspoke of
the camaraderie resulting from collabo­
rativeefforts and the fact that up to 12
hours a day were spent with others for
the common purpose of relatingart.
ecology, and curriculum concerns. In
unity there is strength foraddressing
world problems. This feelingofcommu­
nityeducation providedan arena from
which to inspire and take ecological
actions.

Journaling, sketch ing,and making art provide partici­

pants opportunity toreflect on relationships between

art, ecology,and curriculum integration

4. Multiculturaland sociocultural
concerns were represented throughout
the colloquium, forexample, the
Serpent Moundexperience and the
NativeAmericanmyths dramatized at
the ChiefLeatherlips'stage. Even the
folksongsand stories about the social
struggles ofAppalachian coalminers in
West Virginiatold by twofolksingers
contributed to cultural concerns.
Participantsspoke ofthe "spirituality"
of the Serpent Moundexperience, espe­
cially aftergaining information about
the effigymound, its discovery,and
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speculations about its creators.
Although many valued the process
drama used to engage the audience in
speculation about the mound's early
inhabitants, heated disagreements
arose over the cultural interpretations
that some of the drama group leaders
pushed too hard. Also, the dramas
about Indian myths produced at the
Chief Leatherlips' site were questioned
by Native Americans.

Our interpretations of cultural
events need to be carefully considered
lest the history, artifacts, and events
creating the context of others' beliefs
are violated. We need to raise questions
about cultural views embedded in envi­
ronmental advocacy lest we project our
own values onto others. Cultural topics
should be presented as objectively as
possible from more than one perspec­
tive.The time provided for discussion
of cultural conflicts that arose in the col­
loquium was well spent; even though
complete conflict resolution was not
always apparent, the issues under dis­
cussion were clarified.

5. Participants completed the collo­
quium with an excellent understanding
of ecosystems in different contexts. It
was interesting that only two persons
raised the question of urban ecosys­
tems; human interactions within inner­
city urban areas were seldom
discussed. This was understandable
considering the physical setting of the
colloquium and the limited time frame;
yet there are questions that need to be
raised. What concerns do inner-city
people have-smog, green spaces,
sewers, water purity, public smoking,
garbage disposal, opportunities to
understand and experience natural
ecosystems? How do built and natural
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environments interact in cities? Inner­
city ecology and art could be a topic for
a future colloquium.

6. Both art and ecology as examined
in the colloquium consisted of multidi­
mensional networks as contrasted to
isolated linear structures. The interact­
ing relationships of art to ecology sug­
gest two very complex networks,
elements ofwhich are set within partic­
ular contexts. In the interplay of art and
ecology, a view of art or aesthetics that
does not recognize its social and con­
textual parameters is contradictory to
the philosophy of an ecological art edu­
cation. A relevant relationship between
art and environment cannot be
achieved by simply considering nature
as subject matter or as a material from
which to create art.

7. Colloquium participants were
very much involved with art through
observing and creating works related to
ecology. This was socially responsible
art reflecting Gablik's connective aes­
thetics. Art and ecosystems came
together in the creations at
Pickerington School Wetland and in
some of the interdisciplinary curricu­
lum projects.

8. Interdisciplinarity represents dif­
ferent relationships among curriculum
contents; depending upon the approach
used, quite different goals are implied.
Unless the meaning of interdisciplinari­
ty is examined, it may become a well­
intentioned catchall phrase. One needs
to ask what elements are being related
and toward what goals.

Relationships among art, aesthetics,
ecology, and curriculum are part of a
holistic process, for the moment one
experiences directly, other linkages
emerge. Embedded in experience is a
social relationship. In considering art,
aesthetics, ecology or other experi­
ence, one is intimately tied not only to
one's own previous experiences but

also to a community of like-minded oth­
ers. In an even broader context, one is
inescapably tied to multicultural and
sociocultural contexts. How do we see
ourselves and others in this seamless
process? This paper is myinterpreta­
tion and representation of the colloqui­
um; others may have experienced the
process somewhat differently.

This colloquium demonstrated its
power to be an excellent vehicle for the
study of art, ecology, and curricular
relationships. The participants left the
colloquium not only with ideas about
how to relate art and ecology within
their classrooms, but also with a feeling
that many others shared their educa­
tional philosophy, a philosophy that
stresses connections and relationships
relevant to students. It is a philosophy
intended to create informed and
involved inhabitants who willwork to
preserve, protect, and better conditions
on this planet for all.

RonaldW Neperud isProfessor
Emeritus, Department 0/Art and
Department ofCurriculum &
Instruction, University o/Wisconsin­
Madison.
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