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ABSTRACT 
 

 
 
While grassroots and student activism surrounding the first Earth Day in 1970 played a 

role in fostering environmental studies programs around the country, this dissertation narrates the 
untold story of other forces that served as crucial catalysts. Established conservation education 
models, the dynamics of college and university funding, and the political economy of outdoor 
recreation all played essential roles. 

The downplaying of these forces in historical narratives has contributed to a paradox 
facing environmental educators: how to pursue the profound transformation of American society 
while simultaneously working within established political economies to keep institutions 
financially solvent. When this paradox is ignored or misunderstood, it can lead to superficial 
solutions and ideological polarization that reflects broader American environmental politics. It 
can also lead to students who feel a deep sense of frustration, confusion, or desolation about their 
moral or spiritual lives and their role in addressing environmental problems.  

A fundamental set of forces intensifying these problems are the norms and structures of 
higher education that privilege not only the specialization of academic disciplines but the 
segregation of intellectual learning from social, moral, and spiritual education. Sophisticated 
environmental education will require the navigation of another paradox: maintaining the 
strengths of specialized expertise while avoiding a fractured educational experience for students. 
To achieve this, colleges must foster a culture of mutual learning and healthy vulnerability 
between teachers and students, integrate learning inside and outside the classroom, and engage in 
honest assessments of institutional history and political economy.  

These findings are based on research at a series of college and university campuses, with 
a focus on three primary case studies: the University of Wisconsin-Madison, a large public 
research university with a long and rich tradition of conservation education dating back to the 
early 20th century; Northland College, a small liberal arts college in northern Wisconsin, which 
put environmental education at the center of its mission and identity beginning in 1970; and 
Hope College, a small liberal arts college in Michigan with the curious mix of a longstanding 
and vibrant evangelical Christian culture and environmental education and sustainability 
programs.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Moral Longings of Environmental Educators 
 

 

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, the creators of the first environmental studies 

programs at American colleges and universities articulated idealistic and ambitious aims: Engage 

students in deep ethical and spiritual reflection and provide them rigorous scientific training so 

that they might solve the most vexing environmental problems.1 In other words, they believed 

what was needed was not only expansive interdisciplinary training but moral education. Ever 

since environmental educators have tended to articulate their role and the role of their institutions 

through this idealistic lens. For instance, in their recent edited volume, Sustainability in Higher 

Education: Stories and Strategies for Transformation, Peggy Bartlett and Geoffrey Chase say 

that “Colleges and universities exist to contribute to a better world where there is less hunger, 

less disease, more prosperity, more joy, more freedom, and more love.”2 Achieving these sorts of 

aims and conducting this ambitious moral education at both secular and religious colleges and 

universities, however, has been a complicated challenge.3 How students’ environmental values 

																																																								
1 For an early collection of writings articulating these aims see Clay Schoenfeld, ed. Outlines of Environmental 
Education. Madison, WI: Dembar Educational Research Services, 1971. 
2 Peggy F. Barlett and Geoffrey W. Chase, eds. Sustainability in Higher Education: Stories and Strategies for 
Transformation. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2013): 15. 
3 There is an enormous literature on the dichotomy between secular and religious, as well as theories of 
secularization and post-secularization, especially in sociology, which extends at least as far back as Max Weber’s 
early 20th century notions of modern rationalization and disenchantment. For a recent overview of this literature see 
Christian Smith. “Introduction: Rethinking the Secularization of American Public Life.” In The Secular Revolution: 
Power, Interests, and Conflict in the Secularization of American Public Life. Christian Smith, ed. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003. As I’ll discuss in later chapters, various forms of environmentalism break 
down the dichotomy between secular and religious. For the specific purpose of broadly categorizing and comparing 
college campuses, however, I follow the approach of philosopher Charles Taylor who argues that in western Europe 
and North America there are two dominant and often interwoven conceptions of secularity: “One understanding of 
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are shaped during their time in college is related to the ways and degrees in which what they 

learn in the classroom or laboratory is integrated -- or not -- with what they learn while working 

in the student gardens, worshipping in the campus chapel, pursuing sustainability initiatives in 

their dorm, or exploring the outdoors. 

This last point is not a new one. Many environmental educators have observed how 

environmental values are shaped across the various facets of college life. David Orr, a professor 

of Environmental Studies and Politics at Oberlin College, is perhaps one of the more well-known 

figures to make this point. He argues “all education is environmental education” using the design 

of academic buildings as a primary example. They “characteristically show so little thought, 

imagination, sense of place, ecological awareness, and relation to pedagogical intent.” They 

supposedly serve as inert containers for education but are “a kind of crystallized pedagogy” with 

a “hidden curriculum” through which campus denizens “learn passivity and disengagement from 

our surroundings and the irresponsibility invited by never having to know how things work, or 

why, or what alternatives there might have been.”4 Orr eloquently calls for careful attention to 

the design and construction of campus buildings in a way that invites students, faculty, and 

facility managers to consider how buildings reflect campus ideals and values and embody 

ecological and economical relationships. He famously put this approach into action, 

spearheading the campaign to build the Adam Joseph Lewis Center for Environmental Studies at 

Oberlin, a structure which recycles its own waste water through plants and bacteria, produces 

																																																								
secularity then is in terms of public spaces. These have been allegedly emptied of God, or of any reference to 
ultimate reality. Or taken from another side, as we function within various spheres of activity—economic, political, 
cultural, educational, professional, recreational—the norms and principles we follow, the deliberations we engage 
in, generally don’t refer us to God or to any religious beliefs; the considerations we act on are internal to the 
‘rationality’ of each sphere.” In the second meaning “secularity consists in the falling off of religious belief and 
practice, in people turning away from God, and no longer going to Church. In this sense, the countries of western 
Europe have mainly become secular—even those who retain the vestigial public reference to God in public space.” 
Charles Taylor. A Secular Age. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007: 2.  
4 David W. Orr. Earth in Mind: on Education, Environment, and the Human Prospect. Island Press, 2004: 112-116. 
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more energy than it uses, and serves as a constant venue for education about how this “living 

machine” works.5  

 While Orr and others like him have done profound work, they also often express a 

feeling of righteous indignation that traditional organization structures and financial practices 

constrain a more holistic and integrated environmental and moral education: 

 

Students hear about global responsibility while being educated in institutions that often 

spend their budgets and invest their endowments in the most irresponsible things. The 

lessons being taught are those of hypocrisy and ultimately despair. Students learn, 

without anyone ever telling them, that they are hopeless to overcome the frightening gap 

between ideals and reality. What is needed are (a) faculty and administrators who provide 

role models of integrity, care, and thoughtfulness and (b) institutions capable of 

embodying ideals wholly and completely in all of their operations.6 

 

There’s a sense that if only campus environmentalists or advocates of sustainability could 

recruit enough people to their cause and overturn the entrenched culture and economics of higher 

education, environmental education would achieve its dream of holism and societal 

transformation. But what if there are legitimate values and visions that conflict with each other in 

certain situations? In other words, whose ideals get to be embodied “wholly and completely” and 

who decides? Furthermore, what if the tensions between ideals of environmental holism and the 

political economic patterns of higher education have been, paradoxically, baked into 

																																																								
5 “Adam Joseph Lewis Center for Environmental Studies, Oberlin College,” William McDonough and Partners, 
http://www.mcdonoughpartners.com/projects/adam-joseph-lewis-center-for-environmental-studies-oberlin-college/. 
Accessed February 7, 2017.  
6 Orr, 2004, 12-14. Emphasis added here on “wholly and completely.” 
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environmental studies from the beginning? Do students have the intellectual, spiritual, and 

practical tools and have they been given adequate space to develop their moral imaginations to 

navigate these tensions and paradoxes? What if the current dominant forms of environmentalism 

don’t resonate or fit awkwardly with the defining moral paradigms of every college campus? Is 

there room for multiple and evolving environmentalisms, each rooted in the different moral, 

cultural, and religious geographies of college campuses?  

My investigation into the history of environmental studies reveals that these programs 

have not simply struggled with but have embodied the tension between environmentalist visions 

of the profound transformation of American society and the realities of working within 

established political economies to keep institutions financially solvent.7  

Sometimes, especially when this tension is acknowledged explicitly and navigated intentionally, 

it elicits powerful and innovative forms of education, nuanced approaches to environmental 

problem solving, and opportunities for thinking through how radically different societal systems 

might be developed. Other times, especially when this tension is ignored or misunderstood, it can 

lead to uncontroversial but superficial solutions or, alternatively, knee-jerk ideological 

polarization and gridlock that reflects broader American environmental politics. It can also lead, 

most perniciously, to students who feel a deep sense of frustration, confusion, or desolation 

about their moral or spiritual lives and their role in addressing environmental problems.  

																																																								
7 This tension reflects a longstanding dynamic within higher education more broadly, between educational ideals 
and financial concerns. As the economist, Burton Weisbrod, and his colleagues have observed, “Every college and 
university is some combination of a socially conscious provider of educational services and a business searching for 
revenues and cost-cutting methods.” Moreover, “tuition is both a price that students and parents pay for access to 
higher education and a major source of revenue to schools. Donations are both a source of revenue permitting the 
school to pursue its mission and a threat to subvert the mission to attract more contributions.” Burton A. Weisbrod, 
Jeffrey P. Ballou, and Evelyn D. Asch. Mission and Money: Understanding the University. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008). 
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 While much of the focus of this project has been to examine closely these tensions within 

environmental education, this examination reveals some fundamental features of higher 

education more broadly. By attempting to gather insights and expertise from across all of 

campus, environmental scholars and educators make environmental education into a kind of 

microcosm of academia. One of the central challenges I witnessed in my research was how 

members of campus communities navigated the intensity of disciplinary specialization and the 

segregation of people based on their professional training as they pursued more integrated forms 

of education. This specialization has many virtuous consequences, including the inculcation of 

rigorous and sophisticated thinking; the generation of new insights and powerful forms of 

expertise; and the creation spaces for people with a wide variety of values, backgrounds, and 

interests to explore what they care about as well as spaces for people with similar interests to 

gather and engage each other in deep ways. This specialization also produces, however, various 

problems, which I’ll explore in the following pages. It makes it very difficult to integrate the 

variety of ways of knowing and being – including intellectual, emotional, political, corporeal and 

spiritual -- that comprise human experiences. It also tends to put people in a defensive posture 

when faced with challenges requiring knowledge or experience outside their own area of 

expertise, inhibiting a culture of broad curiosity, generosity to those who think and believe 

differently, and the willingness to be vulnerable. I believe fostering these cultural aspects within 

higher education – and maybe even most of our modern institutions -- would assist greatly in 

attempts to address many contemporary environmental and societal problems. Moreover, when 

faced with the complexity of moral decision making, specialization also makes it too easy for 

people to rely primarily on their own small corner of expertise or the values of their affinity 
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group, a reliance than inevitably does harm to others. Educators, therefore, face the paradox of 

maintaining what is valuable about specialization while also counteracting its vices. 

 Some of the more utopian and zealous environmental educators like David Orr believe 

college and university campuses can, with enough effort, resources, and moral fortitude, 

overcome the challenges of specialization and the puzzles of institutional funding to become 

“institutions capable of embodying ideals wholly and completely in all of their operations.” I, 

myself, am drawn to these idealistic visions, inspired by the capacity of people to be brilliant, 

creative, and caring. My own longing to achieve these idealized communities and institutions has 

been tempered, however, by the meticulous research and rigorous analysis of many scholars and 

thoughtful observers. Many geographers, for instance, have demonstrated that the ethical norms 

and meanings of places and institutions are never static or homogenous but are continuously 

negotiated through interactions and conflicts in the active construction of those places.8 In other 

words, tensions between competing values, interests, and worldviews will always be present in 

any human community or institution.  

 That crucial insight doesn’t mean, however, there isn’t room for improvement. Because 

colleges and universities are weighted so heavily towards specialization, it is my contention that 

they would better serve their students and wider publics if they spend more time, energy, and 

resources taking responsibility for integrating different kinds knowledge and experiences. 

Moreover, the moral education of students would be much richer if campuses built a stronger 

culture of explicit and honest assessment of the strengths and weakness of this specialization as 

well as careful reflection on the tension between idealistic visions for what these institutions 

																																																								
8 See for instance, David Harvey. Justice, Nature, and the Geography of Difference. London: Wiley-Blackwell, 
1996. Doreen Massey, For Space. London: Sage, 2005. David Smith. Moral Geographies: Ethics in a World of 
Difference. Edinburgh University Press, 2000. Tim Creswell. In Place/Out of Place: Geography, Ideology, And 
Transgression. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996.  
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could or should be and the political economic realities of what they are and maybe must be. 

These changes would, in turn, make it more likely that students would have the knowledge, 

skills, and moral sensitivity to, among other things, adequately address thorny environmental 

challenges. 

   

Case Studies of Environmental Education: Northland College, the University of Wisconsin-

Madison, and Hope College  

 

Understanding how the cultural norms and institutional structures of higher education 

affect the moral lives and environmental education of students requires attention to the history of 

environmental programs as well as contemporary dynamics within specific campus geographies. 

Wisconsin is an ideal place to study the development of environmental studies because of its 

history of conservation leadership and the presence of multiple pioneering environmental 

programs in higher education. Two campuses where these programs emerged are the University 

of Wisconsin-Madison, a large research university and flagship of the state public system, and 

Northland College, a small liberal arts college in northern Wisconsin, which put environmental 

education at the center of its mission and identity beginning in 1970. Examining the origins of 

environmental studies at both institutions together reveals the interplay of social and political 

economic forces at multiple scales. To better understand the role of religion and spirituality in 

the development of environmental education, the story of these campuses is paired with that of 

Hope College, another liberal arts college with an explicitly Christian mission and a longstanding 

and robust evangelical culture.9  In my study of contemporary dynamics, I focused on Northland 

																																																								
9 These main case studies were supplemented by research at the paired Catholic Benedictine institutions of St. 
John’s University and the College of St. Benedict in Minnesota; the College of Atlantic in Maine, founded in 1969 
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and Hope because, as small liberal arts colleges, they tend to have -- relative to large public 

universities or community colleges -- coherent cultures explicitly linked to a specific religious 

and moral traditions, and they tend to maintain at least the aspiration to be attentive to the student 

as a “whole person.”10 

Northland College was founded by Congregationalist missionaries in 1892 seeking to 

spread the gospel and improve the lives of working-class whites and Native Americans in 

northern Wisconsin. It has always been a relatively small school, with enrollment hovering 

around five hundred students at the time of writing. The college is in “the Cutover,” an area 

covering the northern third of Wisconsin and named for the intense logging in the 19th century 

that removed thick old growth forests. By the 1890s, residents of the region were struggling to 

find alternative livelihoods by fishing in Lake Superior, farming the poor soils, or developing a 

fledgling tourist economy. The founders of Northland believed the college was linked to the land 

and the people who worked it and driven by a mission “to furnish young men and women…and 

prepare them for the highest type of Christian citizenship.”11 Throughout its history, the college 

has given students opportunities to work on campus to help pay for their studies and learn 

through experience, whether at the college’s dairy farm, printing press, or copper workshop. By 

the 1950s, Northland had moved away from its explicitly Christian identity, describing itself like 

most private colleges in the United States at the time as a “non-sectarian liberal arts college 

																																																								
as an environmental college and now partnered with Northland through a consortium of environmental colleges; 
Hillsdale College in Michigan, a proudly conservative school with a campus community deeply resistant to 
environmentalism; and UW-Green Bay, which adopted an environmental focus at its creation in the late 1960s and 
along with UW-Madison is part of the statewide, publicly funded university system in Wisconsin. 
10 Alexander W. Astin, “How the Liberal Arts College Affects Students” in Koblik, Steven, and Stephen Richards 
Graubard, eds, Distinctively American: The Residential Liberal Arts Colleges, (New Brunswick: Transaction 
Publishers, 2000). 
11 This same language is used from at least 1914 through 1925. From “Aim.” Northland College Catalog 1914-1915, 
Ashland, WI: Northland College, 1914: 8; “Aim.” Northland College Catalog 1925, Ashland, WI: Northland 
College, 1925: 10. 
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dedicated to the job of educating all qualified students regardless of race, creed, nationality, or 

financial status.”12 This identity remained stable until the college initiated a significant and 

lasting shift towards environmental studies in 1970. New faculty were hired to teach both “bio-

physical” and “socio-political” aspects, an outdoor orientation program was created for incoming 

freshman, and an environmental institute -- named after Northland alumnus and famed nature 

writer Sigurd Olson -- was founded to engage the surrounding community. What precipitated this 

shift?  How has environmentalism been incorporated into the evolving moral mission and 

religious identity of the college? The answer lies not only with the advent of modern 

environmentalism and student interest, but the history and geography of conservation in 

Wisconsin, the economy of the region, the cycles of student enrollment, and the creativity and 

professional networks of the college’s leaders. 

The University of Wisconsin-Madison is a sprawling urban campus that, along with the 

state capitol building, dominates the landscape of downtown Madison. Recognized as a world-

class research institution, the university spends over a billion dollars a year on research and touts 

many natural and social scientific achievements, including pioneering work in the early 20th 

century by biochemist Henry Steenbock on vitamins and trailblazing research by economist John 

R. Commons that led to the first worker’s compensation legislation in the country. The university 

has a long history of serving the broader state of Wisconsin through a variety of programs such 

as agricultural extension and Wisconsin Public Radio. It’s also been the home of several 

environmental luminaries, such as John Muir who attended as an undergraduate in the 1860s, 

Aldo Leopold, who taught on campus in the 1930s and 40s, and Gaylord Nelson, the “founder” 

of Earth Day who went to law school there. Its considerable resources and commitment to the 

																																																								
12 “Aims of Northland College.” Northland College Catalog 1954. Ashland: Northland College, 1954. 
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broader public along with the energy of visionaries like Aldo Leopold led the university to 

develop substantial conservation education programs beginning in the 1930s that would lay the 

foundation for the emergence of environmental studies. Luminaries like Leopold and Nelson 

play a role in this story, but even more crucial are a less well-known cast of characters who, 

through a mix of moral concern, intellectual creativity, personal ambition, and the savvy 

navigation of hulking bureaucracies helped bring environmental studies into being. The context 

of this emergence in the political economy of post-WWII higher education and the political 

upheaval of the 1960s reveals the complex origins of environmental studies. 

Hope College, like Northland and many other colleges founded in the second half of the 

19th century, was started by Christian missionaries but those from the Dutch Reform tradition. 

Faculty members James Kennedy (a historian) and Caroline Simon (a philosopher) have argued 

that Hope’s institutional history can be described as the search for a “hybrid” model or “middle 

way” that combines both an ecumenism associated with liberal Protestantism and evangelicalism 

associated with conservative or even fundamentalist Christianity.13 This hybrid model has 

created a campus culture that has often confounded stereotypes but also created tensions between 

different members of campus community or between different realms of belief and practice. The 

diverse theologies of faculty in religious studies haven’t always squared with the fervent 

evangelism of the popular campus ministries program. In the late 60s and early 70s, Hope was 

not opposed to the teaching of environmental studies but it also did not give it priority. The 

administration was focused on wrestling with what it meant to be a Christian liberal arts college 

																																																								
13 James C. Kennedy and Caroline Joyce Simon, Can Hope Endure?: A Historical Case Study in Christian Higher 
Education, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2005): 75. “Evangelical” can be a slippery term. Here 
I’m following the widely-accepted conception offered by historian David Bebbington, which includes four central 
features: conversionism (the importance of a born-again experience for the believer), Biblicism (the bible serves as 
the ultimate authority), activism (proselytizing is an essential part of religious practice), and crucicentrism (an 
emphasis on redemption through Christ on the cross). David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A 
History from the 1730s to the 1980s, (Crows Nest, Australia: Unwin Hyman Ltd, 1989). 
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and since the late 1960s, environmental education at Hope has been bound up with this ongoing 

struggle. Today, the website proudly states that the college “appreciates God's gift of creation 

and believes we show respect for God's world through conscientious stewardship of the earth's 

resources.”14 It enacts this appreciation through environmental studies and science programs, an 

office of sustainability, and through a campus ministry program that includes fostering creation 

care. These efforts, however, often exist in isolation, and as a result have trouble engaging a 

student body often predisposed to be skeptical of environmentalism. 

 

The Myth of Students as Catalysts 

 

Despite the now almost ubiquitous presence of environmental studies programs on 

campuses across the country and their importance in shaping environmental debates, scholars 

have paid little attention to how these programs were created, how their origins have influenced 

their development as a form of moral education, and therefore how these programs have shaped 

and reflected modern environmentalism. Geographers and environmental historians have 

ventured into a wide range of places to explain the formation of environmental values, from 

national parks and forests to suburban lawns and shopping malls, but little attention has been 

paid to our institutional home turf: college and university campuses.15 Historians of higher 

education have carefully examined the history of moral, religious, and scientific education at 

American colleges and universities as well as the origins of other interdisciplinary programs 

																																																								
14 “Campus Sustainability,” Hope College, https://hope.edu/offices/sustainability/campus-sustainability/index.html. 
Accessed February 27th, 2019. 
15 For work on national parks and forests see, for instance, James Morton Turner. The Promise of Wilderness: 
American Environmental Politics since 1964. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2012. For suburban lawns 
see Paul Robbins. Lawn People: How Grasses, Weeds, and Chemicals Make Us Who We Are. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2007. For shopping malls see Jennifer Price. Flight Maps: Adventures with Nature in Modern 
America New York, NY: Basic Books, 1999. 
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connected to social movements of the 1960s and 70s such as black studies and women’s studies. 

Yet, surprisingly -- especially given its expressed purpose to re-integrate science, ethics, and 

spirituality -- environmental studies has been mostly ignored.16   

 When scholars have narrated the origins of environmental studies they have done it 

briefly and tended to frame it as a successful outcome of student activism and grassroots 

mobilization. In his history of the first Earth Day in 1970, environmental historian Adam Rome 

describes the rapid proliferation of environmental programs as part of “the new eco-

infrastructure” that arose after Earth Day. He notes that “environmental education already had 

some momentum before Earth Day” but after the event, “the energy… increased by an order of 

magnitude.”17 What was motivating this energy? Rome is careful to explain the multifaceted 

social, political, and cultural forces motivating the broader environmental movement throughout 

the 1960s that coalesced in dramatic fashion on Earth Day. He describes the important role of 

liberal intellectuals who advocated for a sharper focus on quality of life vs. material abundance; 

scientists such as Barry Commoner and Rachel Carson that analyzed and decried toxic pollution; 

the campaigns of middle-class women over decades for such things as clean air and water; and 

older conservation groups that transformed their missions from a focus on hunting and fishing to 

a more comprehensive environmental agenda. Rome and other historians of environmentalism 

such as Robert Gottlieb have explained how those attracted to the movement came from various 

ideological positions along the traditional left to right spectrum, positions that were sometimes in 

																																																								
16 For example, see Julie A. Reuben. The Making of the Modern University: Intellectual Transformation and The 
Marginalization of Morality. University of Chicago Press, 1996. George M. Marsden. The Soul of the American 
University: From Protestant Establishment to Established Nonbelief. Oxford University Press, 1994. Andrew 
Jewett. Science, Democracy, and the American University: From the Civil War to the Cold War. Cambridge 
University Press, 2012. Christopher P. Loss. Between Citizens and the State: The Politics of American Higher 
Education in the 20th Century. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011.  
17 Adam Rome. The Genius of Earth Day: How a 1970 Teach-In Unexpectedly Made the First Green Generation. 
Macmillan, 2013: 230. 
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harmony and sometimes in profound conflict.18 Some proposed moderate approaches that 

worked within established economic and politic systems and others advocated for radical 

revolution. 

 Where, however, do colleges and universities fit in this mix? For Rome and Gottlieb, 

the emphasis is on radical, anti-establishment, and countercultural energies of young people, 

especially students on college campuses. Rome situates this energy within other generational 

trends: many middle-class American kids who came of college age in the late 60’s grew up 

playing in nature at the outskirts of the suburbs and going camping during their family vacations. 

They were also raised in the shadow of the atomic bomb, which instilled an anxiety about 

modern science technology. These shared experiences made young adults across America more 

attuned to natural environments and the ways in which they were being damaged. But he argues 

that environmentalism “appealed especially to critics of the nation’s cultural and political 

institutions. For many rebels against the soul-deadening artificiality of consumer culture, nature 

became a source of authentic values. For many members of the New Left, the degradation of the 

environment became a powerful symbol of the exploitative character of capitalism. The horrors 

of Vietnam also led many people to question the ‘war against nature.’”19  

Demonstrations, protests, guerilla theatrics, and acts of civil disobedience on college 

campuses or by college students and their allies are used as primary representative examples. 

According to Rome, the “strongest student eco-action groups formed at schools in the forefront 

of anti-war activism” citing groups at the University of Michigan, University of Wisconsin, and 

at UCLA where a collection of “anti-war activists turned ‘eco-freaks’” staged a sit-in against 
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19 Rome, 2013: 38-39. 
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automobile and chemical pesticides manufacturers who were interviewing on campus.20 In 

response to the Santa Barbara oil spill in January of 1969, a group of college students set a Bank 

of America branch on fire. In his narrative of Earth Day, Gottlieb says “The actual events of 

Earth Day, as it turned out, reflected both the anti-establishment and consensus-seeking impulses 

of its organizers.” He points, however, to elected officials and corporate sponsors as those 

seeking to build consensus and colleges as the sites of anti-establishment activism, such as the 

University of Illinois where “students came on stage to disrupt a Commonwealth Edison speaker 

by throwing soot on each other and coughing vigorously.”21 Another example, that of People’s 

Park in Berkeley, California reveals a more complex picture of college campuses, but the 

emphasis is on the environmentalism emerging from anti-establishment students. In this case, 

countercultural student environmental activists were in violent conflict with the University of 

California administration. In May of 1969, Berkeley students (and sympathetic neighborhood 

residents) took over a what they saw as a derelict lot owned by the university, hoping to 

transform into a green space by planting sod, trees, and flowers. The university administration, 

which had developed a strong reactionary pose through multiple battles with radical student 

activists throughout the 60s, saw it as an infringement on private property and sent in police and 

the National Guard to clear the space. Thousands of people gathered in protest and, tragically, 

during clashes with the police, a student was shot and killed. 

 

Making Space for the Untold Stories 

 

 These events represent real anti-establishment sentiment and, in some cases, influential 

																																																								
20 Rome, 2013: 44. 
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action among young burgeoning environmentalists in the late 1960s and early 1970s. They don’t, 

however, capture all the important forces that went into creating the “eco-infrastructure” on 

college and university campuses nor do they fully capture the role students played. Conservation 

education efforts forged during the Progressive Era and the 1930s at institutions like the 

University of Wisconsin-Madison created teaching, research, and community outreach models 

that guided later environmental programs. Post-WWII political economic trends in higher 

education were also crucial. Faculty, who could be both ethically conscious and career-savvy, 

saw environmental studies not only as a way to address real problems but also as a new niche for 

garnering external research grants in an increasingly competitive funding atmosphere. Many 

campus leaders who galvanized environmental programs utilized their personal and professional 

relationships with well-established government officials, corporate leaders, philanthropic 

organizations, and wealthy individuals in the process. Administrators -- especially at small rural 

colleges -- facing financial challenges and deeply committed to the long-term viability of their 

institutions weren’t only responding to student demands for a new and relevant curriculum but 

also hoping to draw new students and their tuition dollars. Moreover, the role the Vietnam War 

played through the draft in shaping cycles of student enrollment had as much influence on the 

rise of environmentalism on colleges campuses as did any anti-war activism. Finally, efforts to 

promote environmental studies were also done in concert with broader efforts in struggling rural 

areas to promote outdoor recreation economies. From the beginning, then, college and university 

students have been both the recipients and consumers of environmental education as well as the 

co-creators of or agitators for it.22 While environmental faculty and students often see their work 
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as inspiring the radical transformation of society, many students attracted to environmental 

studies are also seeking skills and training for decent middle-class professional jobs in 

government agencies, non-profit organizations, or even corporations (in the energy sector, for 

instance). Campus staff and administrators are eager to market these benefits to continually 

attract students, alumni support, and external funding.  

While each of these aspirations may be valid, they result in under-examined tensions 

about the purpose and ethical dimensions of environmental education. The lack of examination 

ultimately does students a disservice. The tensions reflect a persistent tendency among American 

environmentalists to rely on purist, idealized narratives about the relationship of humans and 

nature that obscure the political economic systems in which environmentalists themselves are 

already intertwined. It also prevents a more honest appraisal of our ethical obligations within 

these systems and the moral challenges we face in trying to improve or transform them. As 

environmental historian Richard White has said, “Most humans must work, and our work -- all 

our work -- inevitably embeds us in nature, including what we consider wild and pristine places.” 

But if we erase the entanglements of our own work or ignore and “[demonize] those whose very 

																																																								
politics of feminism and black power) the evolution of a new higher education paradigm in which students became 
more the individual consumers of education vs. educated citizens or members of a moral (albeit often exclusionary) 
community, which were more predominant paradigms prior to the 1970s. My argument is that with environmental 
studies, the link between students and individual consumption of education was more direct. In other words, right 
from the beginning administrators were treating environmental studies students, in part, as consumers. Moreover, 
the history of black studies offers a useful point of comparison for understanding the comparatively lesser leadership 
role student activists played in creating environmental studies programs. In the case of black studies, student 
activists began organizing on campuses throughout the country in the early 1960s. They drew on tactics learned 
through the civil rights movement and the self-determination and community empowerment politics of the black 
power movement. In addition to protests and demonstrations for more black faculty and more resources for the black 
community, students took the lead in creating curriculum through experimental colleges. Like with environmental 
studies, campus administrators came to see black studies as not only a way to harness or respond to social problems 
and unrest but also expand and strengthen the academic enterprise of their institutions. The main point here again, 
however, is that the trailblazing role of student activists in creating black studies programs helps to demonstrate the 
more limited role student activists played in the creation of environmental studies programs. For more on the origins 
of black studies, see Martha Biondi. The Black Revolution on Campus. Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2012; and Fabio Rojas. From Black Power to Black Studies: How a Radical Social Movement Became an Academic 
Discipline. Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007.  
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lives recognize the tangled complexity of a planet in which we kill, destroy and alter as a 

condition of living and working, we can claim an innocence that in the end is merely 

irresponsibility.”23 

While scholars like White have now spent decades revealing the problems and falsities of 

these narratives, many young college students are still drawn to them because they provide clear 

moral answers in a messy moral world.24 Environmental educators can help students see these 

easy answers are a mirage without leading them to apathy or despair, but as will be demonstrated 

in the chapter that follow, it requires very careful, intentional, sustained efforts, usually in 

collaboration with many others on and off campus. 

 

Unraveling the Myth of Student Activism 

 

The focus of historical narratives on an anti-establishment student movement tends to 

inaccurately frame students as sharing a common dominant culture characterized by a disposition 

towards activism, and -- for the most fervent campus environmentalists -- embodying a kind of 

eternal well-spring of moral purpose and transformational power. It sets up expectations that 

there’s a kind of pilot light of student activism always burning that simply needs a spark – if only 

we could return to the energy of that halcyon period of student activism in the late 60s, the world 

might be transformed. One problem with this narrative is that it sets up unrealistic expectations 
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for what students can accomplish through campus activism, and it tends to prohibit sophisticated 

learning about political economy, as mentioned above. The other is that it mispresents the role 

and dispositions of students in the 1960s and 70s. For one thing, students who were inspired to 

activism in the 1960s didn’t all veer in the same political direction. As sociologist Rebecca 

Klatch explains in her book Generation Divided, some of the most fervent student activists of the 

decade formed the Young Americans for Freedom, a coalition of libertarians and traditional 

conservatives.25 Second, and more importantly, while it’s true that students have played 

important roles in social movements and have been important sources of idealistic energy, a 

careful study reveals a more complicated and sobering story. In his appraisal of student protest 

movements across the world, the historian Gerald DeGroot offers an extreme rejoinder to the 

idealistic narrative: “The great weakness of student protest is that it is conducted by students. 

They are, almost by definition, young, reckless, and prone to immaturity. They often espouse a 

naïve vision of the world and employ tactics which, due to their lack of experience, fail to take 

account of the cruel realities of institutional power.”26 But even a less jaundiced examination will 

notice that student motivations and cultures have always been more multifaceted, including in 

the 60s. As the historian Helen Horowitz demonstrates in her study of student life from the 

colonial period through the 1980s, American college student culture has never been monolithic. 

While the 1960s was a period when “cultural currents strong enough to feel like a revolution in 

consciousness opened college youth to new ways of thinking and behaving,” student culture then 

as always contained various sub-cultures, some more conformist and some more rebellious or 

politically radical.27 In an extensive survey of undergraduates conducted in 1969 by educational 

																																																								
25 Rebecca E. Klatch. A Generation Divided: The New Left, The New Right, and the 1960s. University of California 
Press, 1999. 
26 Gerard J. DeGroot, Student Protest: The Sixties and After. New York: Longman, 1998. 
27 Helen Horowitz, Campus Life, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987): 18-19. 
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scholar Arthur Levine, 71% of students said that their “essential goal for college” was “to 

formulate life values and goals for my life.” He also found, however, “only 28% of college 

students had participated in a demonstration of any type while in college” and “half (49%) of all 

undergraduates in 1969 saw the chief benefit of a college education as increased earning power.” 

Writing in 1980, he said that “as years have passed, the students of the sixties have grown larger 

than life, their concerns have become more altruistic and their commitment to change has been 

exaggerated.”28 Part of the reason for this romantic nostalgia might be that academia was one of 

the few institutions where a substantial number of radicals felt comfortable, and they have 

possibly sought to interpret the history of these institutions through their own experiences and 

longings. Leftists active in Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) found it hard to adjust to 

life after graduation; as Klatch notes, “the basic problem was how to reconcile becoming an 

independent employed adult with living as a radical…. By 1979 over half of the SDS activists 

(55 percent) had either earned graduate degrees or were currently enrolled in graduate 

programs.”29 Students views today are no less varied and complex than they were in the 1960s.30 

To orient and inspire students, to engage them in a nuanced and intentional moral education 

requires attention to their varied motivations, backgrounds, and political and spiritual 

orientations. 

 

 

 

																																																								
28 Arthur Levine. When Dreams and Heroes Died: A Portrait of Today's College Student. (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1980). 
29 Klatch, 1999: 246-251. 
30 See, for instance, Levine’s most recent analysis of college student experiences and perspectives: Arthur Levine 
and Diane R. Dean. Generation on a Tightrope: A Portrait of Today's College Student. (San Francisco: John Wiley 
& Sons, 2012). 
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Moral Education Informed by History 

 

Orienting and inspiring students also requires attention to the moral complexities not only 

in the world outside the academy but within the structures and cultures of higher education as 

well. As ethicists Elizabeth Kiss and Peter Euben have argued, “the question is not whether 

colleges and universities should pursue moral education but how” because “moral (or perhaps 

immoral) education goes on constantly, if not always self-consciously.”31 Environmental 

educators like David Orr have made this observation as well, but they tend to assert that an 

ethically pure and complete moral education is possible, glossing over the tensions and conflicts 

that result from a variety of sound and valid human values. 

Following the approach of Kiss and Euben, careful, sophisticated, intentional moral 

education involves four main tasks. The first “is to articulate and scrutinize the moral ends of our 

shared enterprise.” In other words, it requires faculty, staff, and students to examine the values 

already circulating on campus, not just those we want or assume to be there. The second “is to 

challenge moral evasions, whether in the classroom or the streets, and to teach the practical 

wisdom that enables us to discern and explore the grounds of the judgments we are making.” All 

of us are making moral judgements all the time; students need guidance and mentorship in how 

to make judgements well, and opportunities to practice in the “living learning laboratories” of 

campus. A third task is to avoid the desire for ultimate consensus on all moral issues or to 

assume moral education is not appropriate for colleges without that consensus. Educators must 

create space for debate and discussion because “argument about and over ethics, and about the 
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ethical ideals and norms we should teach and promote, is not inimical to, but actually helps 

constitute, the pursuit of moral education.” That said, a fourth task is to help students develop a  

“capacious moral imagination,” to try to understand as much as possible the experiences, 

aspirations, and suffering of others. This task requires recognition that “rigor and argument are 

not enough. Ethics cannot be reduced to analytical argument but needs to be attentive to the 

broader variety and complexity of moral life.”32 This is one of the hardest tasks to accomplish in 

higher education because of the dominant focus on intellectual learning. 

For environmental educators to accomplish these tasks they will need, in part, a better 

understanding of how environmental education fits within the history of moral education at 

American colleges and universities. The initial environmental studies programs were created at a 

time when explicit and intentional moral education had already been, to paraphrase historian 

Julie Reuben, marginalized from most colleges and universities.33 Careful attention to the forces 

and historical circumstances that led to this marginalization – familiar territory for historians of 

higher education but not for many environmental educators -- will illuminate why achieving the 

ambitious and holistic ethical aims of environmental education is such a challenge. These forces 

are multifaceted, rooted in 19th-century shifts in the status and practice of both Christianity and 

science in academia; in longstanding efforts to supervise and guide the lives of college students; 

in the fears and aspirations of educators in the wake of World War II; and in the political and 

economic upheaval of the 1960s and 70s.  

Throughout the 19th century, explicit and intentional moral education was firmly 

established at almost every American college and university. It was closely linked to the 

predominant Christian (and Protestant) culture of higher education, and it was common for the 
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undergraduate curriculum to culminate in a final course on moral philosophy taught by the 

college president, often an ordained clergy member.34 These curricular elements were buttressed 

by aggressive efforts to control student’s extracurricular lives under the umbrella of in loco 

parentis (Latin for “in the place of a parent”), a system which imposed everything from 

mandatory chapel attendance and strict dormitory curfews to rules on how students should do 

their laundry.35 Guiding faculty and administrators was a belief in the “unity of truth,” a perfect 

synthesis of religion, morality, science, beauty, and truth. As a result, moral education could be 

integrated into any form of teaching without causing deep epistemological conflicts.36 

In the early 20th century new forms of liberal religious scholarship and the emergence of 

positivist notions of science as value-free were central to breaking down this unity. Whereas 

almost all social and natural scientists in the late 19th century saw science as a source of holistic 

moral teaching, many began to understand science as a set of narrow disciplinary research 

projects. This new breed of scientists saw their work separate from any complicating ethical 

implications or misguided attempts at the unification of knowledge.37 Historian Douglas Sloan 

describes this emerging paradigm as the “two-realm theory of truth” which created sharp 

dichotomies between “subject and object, fact and value, theory and practice, self and other, 

science and the humanities, and so on, including, of course, the deep abyss between faith and 

knowledge.” 38 The notion of value-free science, however, was never ubiquitous among 

scientists. In his intellectual history of American universities, Andrew Jewett describes a 

substantial group of “scientific democrats,” such as John Dewey, working throughout the first 
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half of the 20th century who believed science could improve democratic society not only by 

providing citizens knowledge and technologies but also “by shaping their moral character, 

normative commitments, and discursive practices.”39 Some early environmental scientists, such 

as Barry Commoner and Rachel Carson, also fit this description. The eventual dissolution of the 

19th century unity of truth, however, has led to longstanding tensions in higher education, 

including among environmental faculty between those comfortable with integrating science and 

ethics in their teaching, and those who adhere to the more dominant positivist or “objective” 

notion of science. This tension extends far beyond higher education and contributes to the 

complexity and intractability of many environmental problems. For instance, in his history of 

climate science and politics Joshua Howe explains how our understanding of climate change has 

been framed by scientists who have believed that providing rigorous scientific research and data 

to policy-makers and the public would lead to the right social, political, and moral decisions. But 

this “science-first approach,” as Howe calls it, “has at times undermined the kinds of moral and 

political discussions that many global warming advocates, ironically, have relied on science to 

foster.” In other words, environmentalists have relied on climate scientists to provide guidance 

on the moral and political challenges of climate change but “by professional training and often 

by personality” these scientists are “predisposed to avoid political advocacy” along with 

discussions of morality and human value.40  

The breakdown of a unified truth not only created deep fractures over the role of science 

but also ushered in the gradual secularization of the academy. Secularization was the unintended 

result of turn-of-the 20th century liberal Protestant reformers who believed a universal morality 
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was at the heart of liberal Christian higher education, and that scholarly inquiry, if pursued 

freely, would ultimately help reveal or confirm Christian theology and ethics as well.  These new 

avenues of scholarship, however, eventually led most colleges and universities to discard 

traditional forms of Christianity in favor of secular pluralism. This shift weakened the 

exclusionary hegemony of what historian George Marsden calls the “Protestant Establishment.” 

This weakening allowed more space for students and faculty of Catholic, Jewish, and other faiths 

but it also meant that explicitly religious colleges were pushed to the fringes and mainstream 

academic culture became increasingly removed from and even hostile towards religious ethics 

and spiritual practice.41 As a consequence, environmental educators attempting to integrate 

religion and spirituality into their teaching and mentoring have face profound challenges, even at 

explicitly Christian colleges like Hope.    

Another key development in moral education, which happened in the 1910s and 20s, was 

the creation of a professional staff separate from faculty to manage student “extracurricular” 

lives. This effort was a response to earlier reforms by university leaders who believed that giving 

students more freedom to live off-campus and create their own self-governed fraternities, 

sororities, and athletic clubs would provide them opportunities to become more morally 

responsible.  As Reuben puts it, the new arrangement, however, “kept students out of certain 

kinds of trouble but provided opportunities for new kinds of trouble.”42 In response, new 

dormitories were built and staff hired to oversee student life and once again impose strict 

behavioral rules through the rubric of in loco parentis, which meant the college provided 

discipline in the place of parents. The work of these new campus staff members developed into 
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the distinct field of “student affairs,” with its own professional culture and administrative 

organization, and its own pedagogical approaches. The segregation of formal classroom learning 

from other types of learning has served as an enduring structural obstacle to integrated 

environmental education.  

Another wave of educational reforms began after the second World War. Motivated by 

threats and horrors posed by Nazism, fascism, and the destructive power of the atomic bomb, 

educators broadly agreed in the 1940s and 50s there was a need to inculcate strong moral values 

of democratic citizenship through some sort of overarching “general education.” There were 

intense disagreements about how to conduct general education and varying approaches were 

implemented but each had shortcomings. 43 By the 1960s, educators began facing significant 

resistance from student activists who denounced these approaches as too paternalistic and 

authoritarian or adhering to false notions of objectivity and political neutrality. They called for 

more control over what was being taught and demanded a curriculum that was more socially and 

politically relevant. Protests, demonstrations, and teach-ins for civil rights and against the 

Vietnam war erupted at many campuses. Faculty and administrators, thanks in part to various 
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pieces of federal legislation, were presented with a student body that was not only increasingly 

discontented but also increasingly diverse in terms of age, gender, race, and class. Educators 

struggled to maintain a sense of authority and justify narrow rules of behavior. The movement 

for student rights was successful in dismantling in loco parentis, aided in part by countercultural 

ideas and practices that promoted wearing clothing, eating food, and crafting a personal style that 

represented one’s values and politics. The struggle against in authoritarian rules of behavior, 

however, was also a cause for libertarian activists on the political right who were gaining traction 

on college campuses through new organizations like the Young Americans for Freedom. 

The call by students for more politically relevant curriculum was an important force 

behind the creation of programs like black studies, women’s studies, and environmental studies 

in the late 1960s and 70s. As discussed earlier, however, student values, motivations, and sub-

cultures were varied and complex and environmental studies has proven to be an amalgam of 

various approaches and motivations, not always in harmony with each other. Many of the faculty 

and administrators who took the lead in creating these programs had either served in the military, 

conducted military research during WWII, or worked for in the federal bureaucracy afterwards. 

They feared the rise of an authoritarian state as well as the destructive potential of certain 

technologies, but also experienced, benefited from, and believed in the power of science and 

established institutions such as the government, corporations, and colleges and universities to 

create a better world. These sentiments were in tension with newer faculty and students who 

tended to be skeptical of these institutions and sought to radically transform (or even dismantle) 

them. Moreover, in the early 70s, a nationwide economic recession compounded economic 

trends within higher education, such as the plateauing of student enrollment and declining public 

support. Administrators began turning their focus to marketing towards students, fostering 



 27 

commercially lucrative research, and even more towards capturing external grant money. 44 In 

this context, college leaders saw environmental education as, among other things, a marketing 

niche. Environmental studies then, holds in tension the impulses of post-WWII general education 

towards a kind of patriotic democratic citizenship, the radical anti-establishment politics of the 

1960s, and growing focus in the 1970s on education as a consumer good and a means to a decent 

job.  

In some ways, as Reuben argues, the “primacy of material interest” that has intensified 

since the 1970s has been part of “dominant patterns that limit the colleges’ moral mission.”45 In 

the pages that follow I argue, however, that a more careful engagement by students, faculty, and 

administrators in negotiating how their moral missions are intertwined with the political 

economy of higher education in complicated ways will lead to more robust, nuanced, and 

effective forms of moral education. And given that environmental education seeks to integrate 

moral, social, and spiritual concerns with ecological and economic ones, it seems like one of the 

most promising and potent areas to pursue this more careful engagement. If the continual goal of 

understanding and working to solve our most pressing environmental problems is to be 

successfully pursued, ongoing focus on both the necessity for moral education and its complexity 

will be crucial. As will be demonstrated further in the following chapters, however, achieving 

this goal will not be easy. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
Idealism and Opportunism: Origin Stories of 
Environmental Studies 
 
 

Earth Day: The End of a Long Beginning 

 

After a long strategy session, Bruce Goetz needed a break. The session was part of the 

planning meeting for the upcoming academic year of 1970-1971 at Northland College, and Goetz 

was a new member of the science faculty. While the meeting was being held in a very 

comfortable beach home of a colleague, he wanted some fresh air.  He sauntered down to the 

Lake Superior shore, a very pleasant place to be on a summer day. While he was lost in his own 

thoughts he noticed the dean of academic affairs striding towards him. A feeling of dread came 

over him; if the dean wanted a word with him in private, it couldn’t be good. But it was good. 

The dean asked Goetz if he knew anything about environmental science or environmental studies 

curriculum. Goetz said he didn’t but the dean asked him if he’d be interested in developing one 

for the college. As a new faculty member eager to build his career, find a niche on campus, and 

impress the dean, Goetz jumped at the opportunity. Within a few months, a faculty committee 

composed of professors of history, English, physical education, and biology was formed, with 

Goetz, trained as a physical geographer, as chair.46  

Only two months prior in April of 1970, events for the first Earth Day, billed as an 

environmental “teach-in,” were held across the country. While big rallies and elaborate political 
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theater were staged at other college campuses, Northland had been very quiet. Most students 

were relaxing at home with their families or vacationing in warm places like Florida, Arizona, or 

California. It was spring break.47 There were, however, events held at local high schools in the 

area, primarily focused on pollution of Lake Superior, with an essay contest for elementary and 

secondary school students, lectures by academics, and screenings of movies such as one entitled 

“Enduring Wilderness.”48  Earth Day hadn’t gone completely unnoticed by administrators at 

Northland College, however. Widespread participation among young people in events 

nationwide helped convince the college president, Robert Cramer, who was distressed about a 

recent drop in enrollment, that there was a demand for environmental curriculum. He was also 

influenced by his savvy new director of admissions, Dick Mackey, who argued the college 

should see its remote location in the north woods country of Wisconsin as an asset rather than a 

liability. President Cramer began putting in motion a plan to create an environmental program by 

talking with powerful trustees and donors and asking the dean of academic affairs to talk to 

faculty during the summer recess.  

In contrast to the docility at Northland on Earth Day, the University of Wisconsin-

Madison had been abuzz with activity. The local planning committee, which was loosely 

associated with the national teach-in network, organized a week-long blizzard of events, what 

one city of Madison newspaper described as a “continuous marathon of environmental programs 

at the university.”49 The committee, led by an urban planning graduate student and a research 

associate from the history department, named the series of events “Lifestyle on Trial.”  There 

was a slew of seminars (many led by UW faculty) on topics such as pesticides, air and water 
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pollution, biodiversity, family planning, and transportation systems. There was an art exhibit 

featuring the work of students and local artists as well as government and industry 

representatives. Prominent leaders, including Gaylord Nelson, gave speeches to large crowds. A 

variety of student groups, with names such as “Living Inhabitants for a Free Environment,” 

“Society to End Pollution,” “Zero Population Growth,” and the “Ecology Students Association,” 

staged and participated in various events.50 One such group, the Ecology Action Center, worked 

to organize “action against automobiles” including a “car bash” where attendees could pay 5 

cents for “a hit.”51 Hoofers, a longstanding student outdoor club, organized what the Wisconsin 

State Journal described as “canoe-in to point up the troubles with Madison’s waterways” that 

drew forty boats piloted by “about 100 hard-core environmentalists.”52  

The Daily Cardinal, one of the student newspapers, published a “Special Ecology Issue” 

to correlate with the week’s activities. In addition to a schedule of events and pieces by both 

national and local organizers, the issue included several dramatic diatribes against human 

environmental hubris. The papers’ editors introduce the special issue by saying that “We are 

trapped in our skyscrapers, cloverleafs, tenements, and suburban miasmas, safe from our natural 

enemies in self-made prisons.” They pointed to the food system, likening it to “a smack addict 

who has to shoot up more often with more stuff each time, trying to maintain his increasingly 

sick system” with “pesticide upon pesticide and increasingly exotic fertilizers, only to find those 

same chemicals beginning to poison him.” They implored readers to “walk down State Street 

today; smell the noxious vapors; see the millions of staples we have stabbed into trees; count the 

number of dead fish in the lakes, and the birth rates in this and other cities; and as you become 
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increasingly conscious, begin counting your days.”53 The paper also contained biting critiques of 

the teach-in itself, including an advertisement from the radical Leftist magazine, Ramparts, that 

stated in large, bold letters: “The students at Santa Barbara who burned down the Bank of 

America probably did more to save the environment than the Teach-Ins and Survival Faires [sic] 

put together.”54 

While there was a flurry of student activity -- and some of it motivated by more radical 

anti-establishment politics -- it was generated primarily by students who’d only recently turned 

their attention to environmental issues, much of it sparked by Gaylord Nelson’s announcement of 

the teach-in in September of 1969. Nearly a decade prior to the Earth Day hubbub, a group of 

faculty members interested in interdisciplinary research came together over shared interests in 

“both sciences and humanities, both facts and values” and mutual concerns about “man, usually 

in both his animal and more-than-animal aspects; and more often than not in relationship to his 

physical, biological and cultural environment.”55 In the months prior to Earth Day in 1970, these 

efforts culminated in the creation of the Institute for Environmental Studies at UW-Madison. 

The seeds for the environmental studies programs at Northland and UW-Madison were, 

however, sown even longer before the UW faculty formed their interdisciplinary committee in 

the early 1960s. Important roots are found in the 19th century amongst the broader history of 

conservation and education in the state of Wisconsin, with the University of Wisconsin playing a 

crucial role. Tracing these lineages reveals how the foundations of conservation education, the 

evolution of outdoor recreation, patterns of regional economic development, the cycles of college 
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enrollment, and the motivations of faculty, administrators, and local community leaders had as 

much to do with the origins of environmental studies as did the outbreak of student interest and 

activism surrounding Earth Day in 1970. The papering over of these historical dynamics in more 

idealized narratives of the beginnings of environmental studies has tended to obscure the 

complicated ways in which the ambitious moral missions of environmental education are bound 

up with the political economy of natural resources and higher education. Obscuring these 

dynamics also reinforces the simplistic perspective that environmental education was a radical 

break from older conservation education models, and that anti-establishment student activists 

were primarily responsible for catalyzing these new and innovative forms of education.  

 

Recreation and Conservation Education in Every Corner of Wisconsin 

 

Outdoor recreation was a major component in the history of conservation in Wisconsin 

but it would also prove to be an important factor in the creation of environmental studies 

programs, especially at small rural colleges like Northland. Since the late 19th century, American 

elites in their leisure time had been heading to woods, rivers, meadows, and mountains across the 

nation thanks, in part, to vigorous promotion by railroad companies. Conservation advocates 

gradually saw promoting these leisure activities as more and more central to their cause. 

Depending on their class, race, gender, and experiences of modern life, Americans sought a 

variety of things in the outdoors: an experience of the romantic sublime at the edge of a 

thunderous waterfall; a renewal of masculine vigor while hunting or fishing in the backwoods; or 

the calming therapy of verdant places removed from the gritty norms of urban industrial life.56 In 
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the 1920s, the mass-produced automobile along with major road building campaigns initiated by 

Progressive government planners began to open up opportunities for more Americans to recreate 

in nature. Progressive experts across the country believed outdoor recreation served the common 

good by offering therapeutic experiences and building rugged character, and contributed to 

economic development through the tourist industry.57 Wisconsin was no exception to these 

national trends. In the late 19th century railroads companies actively promoted northern 

Wisconsin, Lake Superior, and its Apostle Islands as ideal for an escape into nature, describing 

the lake as “having the sublimity of a true ocean.”58 The Wisconsin Central Railroad built the 

grandiose Hotel Chequamegon in Ashland in 1887, just a mile down the road from the eventual 

site of Northland College. The hotel offered rooms for five hundred people, fine dining, bowling 

alleys, and a billiard parlor, and advertised ample opportunities for sport hunting, fishing, and 

sightseeing.59 The state government was also working to promote recreational hunting and 

fishing in the state, raising game and hatching millions of fish, and building roads to link urban 

residents from Madison, Milwaukee, and the Chicago area to parks in the northern part of the 

state.60 

 Progressive era officials and experts weren’t only engaged in managing resources so an 

increasing number of residents might have the opportunity to retreat out-of-doors but they were 

also seeking to educate the public about the importance of resource conservation. The state 

university in Madison was crucial source of these experts and an important early venue for 
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conservation education. Those who celebrate the University of Wisconsin’s environmental legacy 

often point to John Muir’s presence as an undergraduate student in the 1860s. While Muir’s 

adolescent experience on a Wisconsin farm had a clear impact on his later wilderness writings 

and Progressive Era advocacy as national conservation luminary, he did little to directly 

influence conservation efforts at the university. His influence on UW-Madison has only come 

later, more as a hagiographic symbol of past connections.  

More influential in terms of shaping the university as a place for conservation education 

was the much less remembered figure (outside of the University of Wisconsin community, 

anyhow), Charles Van Hise, a man with “boundless energy” and with an “unshadowed faith in 

the future” but also an “enjoyment of power.”61 Like Muir, Van Hise was raised on a farm in 

rural Wisconsin and attended UW-Madison as an undergraduate student. After completing a 

bachelor’s degree from UW-Madison in 1879, he immediately joined the faculty as an eager 

twenty-two-year-old. Van Hise had wide interests in science, providing him a broad context for 

his growing interest in conservation. Over the next two decades he taught chemistry, metallurgy, 

mineralogy, and geology. While teaching he continued his graduate training, specifically, in 

geology, and became the first person to receive a doctorate at the University of Wisconsin in 

1892.  

Van Hise embodied the progressive era conservation expert. Not only was he a university 

professor, he also worked for the United States Geological Survey, a newly created federal 

agency that employed researchers to classify public lands according to their geologic features 

and presence of valuable minerals. His work studying the iron-bearing rock formations of the 

Lake Superior region for the agency served as the material for his dissertation, and the 
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beginnings of research that would later garner him international scientific recognition. His 

scholarly status and expertise, along with administrative talent and political connections helped 

him get elected university president in 1903. Also in keeping with progressive values, Van Hise 

believed the tools of science and rational management should be used for the benefit all 

citizens.62 In a 1904 speech, he articulated an early version of what would later be known as the 

Wisconsin Idea: “I shall never be content until the beneficent influence of the University reaches 

every home in the state.”63 Guided by this sense of noble purpose, Van Hise led efforts to 

formalize the university’s extension program. Since the landmark Morrill Act of 1862, which 

created or re-shaped state universities with a specific mission to educate and conduct research on 

agricultural and manufacturing, the University of Wisconsin had been disseminating practical 

knowledge to adults throughout the state. Van Hise helped organize and bolster these efforts by 

creating a specific administrative division within the college. Teaching farmers soil conservation 

techniques was one of the central aims of extension during this period. Van Hise’s interests in 

conservation extended beyond the borders of Wisconsin as well and in 1910, he published The 

Conservation of Natural Resources in the United States. Van Hise’s efforts along with those of 

other progressive leaders helped give Wisconsin a national reputation for leadership in 

conservation, and his book became a common text for conservation education programs around 

the country. 
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Conservation: An Area of Learning and a Way of Living 

 

 Van Hise’s leadership also helped to establish a deep and lasting culture of progressive 

reform at the university and develop a cadre of experts that would engage in a flurry of 

conservation education projects in the 1930s. While conservation had been almost exclusively 

the domain of experts during the Progressive Era, it evolved in the 1930s to be more of a joint 

project between experts and wide swaths of American citizens.	  A key driver of this shift was 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, a sprawling set of policies designed to pull America’s 

economy out of the morass of the Great Depression, create expansive economic regulatory and 

social welfare systems, and build political support for those systems. As part of this wide-

reaching initiative FDR created the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) in 1933. Over the course 

of its nine-year run, the program employed three million young men to plant billions of trees, 

construct hundreds of parks, and build hiking trails, roads, shelters, and other conservation 

infrastructure across the country. One of the more innovative work projects of the CCC, which 

also had conservation education at its heart, was the soil erosion program in Coon Valley, 

Wisconsin. A group of scientists and professors from the College of Agriculture at UW-Madison 

led the campaign. They convinced the federal Soil Conservation Service to make Coon Valley 

the first “soil demonstration” area in the country. These demonstration projects worked by 

recruiting a local farmer who would implement soil conservation techniques. This farmer’s land 

would then serve as a dynamic example to other farmers of how these practices worked and how 

they led to a decrease in erosion and an increase in crop yields. Farmers were the primary target 
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of this education but also the young CCC men laboring on the farms and any other residents in 

the region who might witness and benefit from the project.64 

 One of the university experts at the center of the Coon Valley project was Aldo Leopold. 

At the time, Leopold was well-known among fellow conservationists but was not yet the public 

hero he would later become. He first arrived at UW-Madison in 1924, hired as the assistant 

director of the Forest Products Lab where he guided research on the industrial and commercial 

use of wood. In 1928 he left the lab and returned to work in game management in which he had 

extensive prior experience. Over the next few years he set to writing a book on the field that 

became the standard text for decades and played a significant role in securing him a 

professorship in Game Management in 1933 at UW, the first such position in the country. As a 

professor, he engaged in various forms of conservation education: instructing farmers through 

extension courses as well as radio broadcasts, mentoring graduate students, and helping to 

develop the new and innovative university arboretum as research director.65   

In the 1930s, conservation education wasn’t only blossoming at UW-Madison but in 

schools and colleges across the state, in large part because of the efforts of a group of women 

working for reform. In 1930, the Wisconsin Federation of Women’s Clubs, an organization 

composed of middle and upper-class women with substantial social and political influence, 

appointed Wilhelmina LaBudde as conservation chair. LaBudde had been raised in the small 

town of Elkhart, within the culture of nature study, encouraged by her parents to appreciate 
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wildflowers and birds. After graduating from a finishing school, she married the owner of a feed 

and grain company in Milwaukee, raised several children, and began devoting her time to 

conservation. Through prolific letter writing she built relationships to both conservation leaders 

in Wisconsin and in the federal government, serving as the U.S. Forest Service liaison to 

women’s clubs. The focus of her efforts was conserving natural resources for both economic and 

spiritual well-being of the public, promoting the important role of women in that process, and 

educating children about the importance of natural resources. In addition to leading successful 

campaigns to protect forests and create wildlife refuges in Wisconsin, she organized the planting 

of school forests and birdhouse building among schoolchildren. Believing that a more formalized 

and widespread system of conservation education was needed, she helped created the Wisconsin 

Association for Conservation Education in 1932. The group turned to LaBudde’s favored 

strategy, composing letters, and sent them to five hundred school districts across the state to 

gather ideas and generate interest.66  

 One effect of this campaign was the creation of influential youth conservation clubs. Clay 

Schoenfeld, who would play a crucial role in environmental education at UW-Madison decades 

later, was deeply affected by his experience with one such club. In 1934, while in high school in 

Lake Mills, Wisconsin — a small town in between Madison and Milwaukee —Aldo Leopold 

arrived to organize a youth conservation club. He quickly enrolled young people in the nuts and 

bolts of game management. Years later, Schoenfeld recounted his experience: “Leopold had just 

signed on a group of farmers and sportsmen . . . in a wildlife research and development project, 

and we high school students were to be the privates in a holy war—planting shelterbelts, 

stocking hens, counting nests, marking pullets, warning poachers, studying feeding habits, filling 
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feeding stations, recording weather data—all around the calendar.” This experience had a 

profound impact on Schoenfeld and his classmates. After graduating high school, he got job as a 

reporter for the local paper and wrote stories about the very wildlife area he worked on during 

his stint with the conservation club. Leopold noticed his coverage and “took time to pen [him] a 

hand-written note of encouragement.” Soon after, he enrolled as an undergraduate student at 

UW-Madison to study journalism and take classes with Leopold. He became acquainted with the 

Leopold family, partly through being the lab-mate in a biology course with one of Leopold’s 

sons.  

 The campaign of Wilhelmina LaBudde and her allies in the 1930s not only reached youth 

like Schoenfeld but garnered enough support to shape curriculum across the entire state, a 

curriculum that depended on close relations between the University of Wisconsin and the state 

government. This relationship between the university and government was crucial to later 

developments in conservation education and in the creation of environmental studies programs in 

the late 1960s and early 1970s. In 1935, LaBudde’s coalition convinced the state legislature to 

pass a bill that required conservation be taught in all public schools and state teacher colleges. To 

construct the curriculum, the state superintendent immediately turned to UW faculty who “were 

well prepared in Conservation, and whose opinions and judgements could be accepted.”67 Those 

consulted were professors of geography, botany, plant pathology, geology, and agricultural 

economics (including Aldo Leopold). This committee assembled a series of bulletins 

summarizing what they considered key areas of conservation — soil, water, minerals, scenic and 

historic resources, forests and wild vegetation, and wildlife — but intended these bulletins to be 

suggestive guides rather than mandates. Experimentation in each school and locale was crucial: 
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“The committee is exceedingly anxious that teachers shall not follow these outlines slavishly. 

They give you a general content of each division. You must adapt them to your grade and 

community…. We must construct units, activities, and techniques. No one can do this better than 

the teacher at work.”68  

 As this latter principle demonstrates, the curriculum guides they developed drew from 

progressive approaches to education championed by figures such as John Dewey.69 While they 

tended to emphasize the management of natural resources they also demonstrated the ecological, 

interdisciplinary, experiential, problem-solving, and student-interest orientations prized by the 

advocates of environmental education since the late 1960s.  In this way, they serve as a rejoinder 

to those who argued environmental education was a profound shift away from what they viewed 

as the established but irrelevant models of conservation education. These kinds of arguments are 

summarized well in an article Clay Schoenfeld published in the newly created Journal for 

Environmental Education in 1969, entitled “What’s New About Environmental Education?” The 

bulk of the essay is a synthesis of what educators and researchers were saying at the time, 

compiled by graduate students in Schoenfeld’s “Conservation Communications” program. 

According to these critiques, conservation education was “compartmentalized,” and focused on 

the “parochial interests” of experts and technicians such as “stewardship of farmlands, or game 

management, or scouting skills.” It was plagued by a lack of rigor and “emotional overtones,” 

based on “hunch, old wives' tales, and soft soap.” It tended to focus on the “denizens of field and 

forest” and overlook human health and welfare. It relied on the natural sciences while ignoring 

the social sciences.70 
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In contrast to this portrayal, the conservation curriculum committee saw their work 

through the New Deal paradigm that laws, regulation, and the work of experts was not enough 

but that a “conservation-conscious citizenry” was needed, and cultivating this citizenry required 

creative forms of education. “Conservation is not a single subject. It is an area of learning, and a 

way of living.” Teachers couldn’t simply use textbooks but had to show pupils “the effects of soil 

erosion in the muddy water of the stream, and the gully on the hillside.” Multiple disciplinary 

perspectives were needed as well: “Biology offers an opportunity to guide the thinking of youth 

on many conservation problems and to show their relation to human conservation. Geography 

and agriculture have their opportunity, too. What effect may an expanding dust bowl have upon 

the price of bread?” Human welfare was the primary concern the committee but they also 

believed that welfare needed to be connected to the study of complex ecologies, whether 

studying the dynamics of individual species habitats or the management of forests.71 The course 

of study wasn’t to be predetermined but developed according to the proclivities of students: 

“Pursuits should be chosen which are in accord with pupil interests, and which are selected in 

reference to knowledge, attitudes, and possible use in life situations.  Children should participate 

in planning the enterprise to be carried out. This is necessary to insure pupil interest and to make 

the work purposeful.” The individualized curriculum was intended to be situated in a context of 

cooperation and collaboration: “Children should be taught to think independently, but they must 

also have opportunity to act together.”72  

 My argument here is not that there were no differences between these conservation 

education models developed during the 1930s and environmental education models devised in 
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the 1960s and 70s. Schoenfeld’s graduate students also offered distinctions in their summary that 

have merit.  For instance, they argued that the newer environmental education models paid more 

attention to urban areas than conservation education had, and that environmental education 

placed more emphasis on aesthetics and quality of life versus natural resource production and 

management.  These sorts of distinctions correlate with some of the broader shifts from 

conservation to environmentalism described by historians such as Samuel Hays.73 The point here 

is that narratives which depict environmental education as a radical departure from its 

antecedents are often too extreme and tend to reinforce anti-institutional politics that don’t 

capture the important role that established institutions and supporters of those institutions played 

in developing environmental education. Schoenfeld – a proponent and beneficiary of both 

conservation and environmental education – seemed to recognize these problems and added a 

note at the end of the essay attempting to moderate some of the critiques: “Some of these 

characteristics may be over-stated for effect” and they should be viewed as tools to “stimulate 

discussion and definition of the emerging content, clientele, and techniques of environmental 

education.”74 

 In addition to engaging schoolchildren, the 1935 conservation education law had the 

secondary effect of furthering the generation of conservation courses in higher education because 

it required public school teachers to be trained in conservation. At Northland College, the 

biology department soon developed a course simply called “Conservation”, which was required 

“of all students with science or social science majors who intend to teach in Wisconsin secondary 

schools.”75 During this period, Wisconsin had a variety of state teacher colleges originally 
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created as normal schools with the sole purpose to train teachers but which had evolved into 

four-year degree granting institutions as part of the eventual university system that reached 

across the state. One of these institutions was in the small city of Stevens Point, located about 

one hundred miles north of Madison. A professor of agriculture there, Fred Schmeekle, had 

begun teaching conservation in the early 1930s, and along with Wilhelmina LaBudde helped in 

the campaign to pass the 1935 conservation education law. Building on the momentum of that 

law, Schmeekle secured a requirement that all students at Stevens Point had to take three 

semester hours of conservation courses. A conservation education major was created in the 1940s 

and this curriculum, along with programs in forestry, soil conservation, paper science, and 

wildlife management would eventually develop into an entire College of Natural Resources as 

Stevens Point grew into a state university in subsequent decades.76 

 

Making Wisconsin into the “Great Vacation Land” 

 

 While college and high school students were being introduced to the values of 

conservation, they were also increasingly drawn to outdoor recreation. In the winter of 1920, a 

group of Norwegian exchange students at UW-Madison found themselves in a community that 

was void of skiing, their favorite pastime. In response, they constructed a rickety ski jump, soon 

attracting a crowd of thousand people to watch them fly through the chilly air. Besides the ski 

jump, however, there was little organized outdoor recreation activities for students until 1931, 

when a professor of chemistry and the director of the student union, who were close friends and 

fellow canoe enthusiasts, created the Hoofers outing club. The club provided access to 
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inexpensive outdoor gear, organized camping excursions, and taught members how to hunt with 

bows and arrows. The club quickly grew in membership, enticing not only students but faculty as 

well, including Leopold and his wife Estella.77 

 The growing enthusiasm for outdoor recreation at the university fit with wider trends 

across Wisconsin, as state conservation officials began to focus more and more on its economic 

benefits. In 1936, the state Conservation Commission got into the formal business of promoting 

outdoor recreation to the masses, when they created a division entitled “Recreation Publicity.” In 

their first year of operation the division generated over a million pamphlets and brochures, 

advertised in major cities such as Minneapolis, St. Paul, Chicago, Indianapolis and even as far 

away as Nashville, and placed large billboards along the roadways of surrounding states. Their 

central message was that “Nature made Wisconsin a Great Vacation Land.” It was a “veritable 

paradise for campers,” a place where tourists would find “immeasurable pleasure and delight” in 

the “breath-taking scenic beauty”, rivers and streams bursting with trout and muskies, and “a 

network of 80,000 miles of fine highways” lined with “excellent hotels and resorts.” Middle-

class parents were invited to “Relax in Wisconsin: Where Friends and Nature Meet,” to imagine 

themselves as the proud smiling father leading his son to the river, arms full of canoe paddles 

and fishing tackles boxes, or as the serene mother lounging with her gleeful daughter and the 

family dog at the water’s edge.78 

 The community surrounding Northland College and the broader Chequamegon Bay 

region were eager to capitalize on the growing popularity of outdoor recreation in the face of 
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what had become a tenuous economic situation. Tourism had been an important part of the 

economy of northern Wisconsin since the late 19th century but it had been integrated with other 

economic activities. For instance, lumber and quarry operators also owned hotels, fisherman 

ferried tourists around the Apostle Islands, and farmers sold produce to visitors.  Logging and 

lumber-milling began in the region in the 1850s and 60s, providing a substantial number of jobs 

to residents and making the owners of the operations quite wealthy; the land on which Northland 

College was established was donated by one such logging tycoon, Charles Pratt.79 Commercial 

fishing also began in the mid-19th century and played a major role in the local economy, with 

hundreds of fishermen catching whitefish and trout in the waters of Lake Superior. By the 1930s, 

however, the economy of the region had gone through dramatic shifts. The once thick forests of 

hemlock, birch, and white pine had been thoroughly logged and most of the lumber mills shut 

down. The brief boom in quarrying of local stone had gone bust as financial panics hit and 

architectural styles changed. Farmers had always faced the challenges of poor soils and short 

growing seasons but between 1900 and 1940, university experts and government officials had 

become convinced agriculture was not viable in the region and began resettling farmers 

elsewhere. Commercial fishing had experienced a collapse of the whitefish population in the 

1880s and 90, but stricter government regulation and more active management stabilized the 

fisheries, making it the only major dependable economic activity left in the region.80  

 This precarious economic situation spurred community leaders to form a committee to 

transform the Apostle Islands into a National Park. They believed the prestige would bring more 

tourists to the area and local resorts, restaurants, gas stations, and hotels would benefit. A 
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representative for the National Park Service, however, after touring the islands found them to be 

too degraded by human activity and not up to the wilderness standards of the service. The 

proposal was rejected but the idea for a national park would reemerge decades later, helping 

create the context for both an economy increasingly focused on outdoor recreation and an 

environmental curriculum at Northland College.  

 Despite the failure to establish a national park in northern Wisconsin, outdoor recreation 

continued to grow in popularity. Following World War II, middle class Wisconsin families, like 

those nationwide, sought experiences of nature and wilderness in droves. For residents of 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin’s largest city, the longstanding most popular pastime of baseball had been 

surpassed by fishing as the favorite form of recreation by 1956. Across Wisconsin annual visitors 

to state parks was less than one million during the second World War but jumped to 5.5 million 

by 1958. The issuance of hunting and fishing licenses more than doubled from 700,000 in 1945 

to 1.7 million in 1955.81  In the 1950s and early 1960s, the state’s conservation department 

intensified their marketing campaign, publishing glossy full-color, multipage brochures designed 

to lure travelers from Chicago and other metropolitan areas with romantic portrayals of outdoor 

paradise. As the 1950s ended, 25% of Chicago residents were taking overnight vacation trips to 

Wisconsin, and three out of ten of these Chicagoans came specifically for hunting and fishing.82 

A brochure from 1954 invited visitors to enjoy “warm sandy beaches, or the cool forest 

primeval” and enticed anglers to seek “the world’s largest muskies” and “be prepared for jam-

packed action when you tussle with these toughest of all fresh water game fish.” The pamphlet 

made clear that this midwest Eden was made possible through diligent state efforts: “So that 
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Wisconsin will always be an ideal vacationland, an extensive conservation program is being 

carried on to preserve and perpetuate forests, the lakes and streams, the wildlife and game fish. 

The peace and tranquility of this accessible wilderness will always invite relaxation. The natural 

beauty of the outdoors will continue to rejuvenate minds and bodies.”83  

 

The Paradox of Collaboration and Conflict in the Post-WWII University 

 

The tremendous expansion of outdoor recreation in the post-war period was reflected by an 

equally tremendous expansion of higher education, both of which helped set the stage for the 

development of environmental studies programs. While the growth of universities like UW-

Madison – both in terms of student enrollment and financial resources – allowed for innovative 

research and pedagogy it also engendered campus cultures that were more fractured. Forged 

during this period, environmental studies was paradoxically the product of, on the one hand, 

creative efforts to build collaborative connections across disparate disciplines and, on the other, 

intense competition and conflict between faculty and academic programs for funding, status, and 

prestige.  

Before WWII, college students tended to be white males drawn from a relatively small pool 

of elite families. This dynamic changed significantly at the end of the war. In the academic year 

1939-1940, national college enrollment stood at less than 1.5 million. A decade later it had 

expanded to 2.7 million and by and 1960 it was at 3.6 million.84 This surge was the result of 

massive government investments in higher education, chief among them the federal GI Bill, 
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which covered tuition and cost of living expenses for millions of veterans. State governments 

also began offering tuition grants to help their residents attend college. At UW-Madison, total 

enrollment jumped from 11,000 in 1939-1940 to 18,000 by 1959-1960.85 The university, so 

overwhelmed by the initial flood of veterans, resorted to housing them in livestock barns, trailers 

in the football stadium, and quonset huts on the central mall.86 A second surge in enrollment 

came during the 1960s driven primarily by the influx of baby boomers but also by civil rights 

legislation that increased access for racial minorities and by young men seeking deferments from 

the Vietnam draft. Nationwide enrollment more than doubled during the 1960s from 3.6 million 

to 7.9 million; at UW-Madison it went from 18,000 to 35,000.  

 Government investments in higher education not only contributed to a flood of new 

students but also a deluge of new money for research, especially for prominent institutions like 

UW-Madison.  An important context for this new research spending was Cold War competition: 

the federal government was anxious to ensure the US remained at the forefront of developments 

in science and technology rather than be surpassed by the Soviet Union. In 1950, Congress 

created the National Science Foundation (NSF) to “promote the progress of science; to advance 

the national health, prosperity and welfare; to secure the national defense; and for other 

purposes.”87 Scientists at the University of Wisconsin not only began receiving grants from the 

NSF, but also took on key administrative roles. UW President and bacteriologist E.B. Fred was 

appointed vice chairmen and by mid-decade nine Wisconsin faculty members were serving on 

the NSF’s advisory panels and fifteen had received research grants.88 The NSF was only one 
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among many new sources of money. In 1957, Cold War anxiety was intensified when the 

Soviet’s successfully launched Sputnik into the Earth’s orbit, prompting the National Defense 

Education Act of 1958, which provided substantial funding for both college scholarships and 

expanded training in science and engineering in addition to language and area studies. In the 

coming decades, UW researchers would secure grants from the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration (NASA), the National Institute of Health (NIH), the Department of Defense, and 

the Atomic Energy Commission. The amount of money UW research received from federal 

sources ballooned from $151,290 in 1940-1941 to over $32 million by 1970-1971.89  

 The large influx of new students together with massive amounts of new funding meant 

dramatic changes to the university campus and its culture. The new revenue allowed for the 

creation of new programs, new departments, and even new disciplines. Between 1945 and 1970, 

the number of tenured faculty tripled from 421 to 1505.90 As a result, faculty became 

increasingly specialized and their loyalties were more and more attached to colleagues in their 

field rather faculty in other departments on campus. The growth of external funding pushed 

research and scholarship in new and creative ways but also led to intense competition, declines in 

collegiality across disciplines, and growing resentment as those without plush grants felt their 

work was unfairly ignored or diminished. More veteran faculty at UW-Madison found these 

changes troubling. For instance, in recalling this period the geographer Glenn Trewartha, who 

had been hired in the 1920s, lamented that faculty used to gather at the University Club or other 

locations to share meals with members of other departments. As the university expanded, 

however, this tradition died out and faculty would increasingly cloister themselves in their office 

eating alone while working. Trewartha said that “Our geography group here in Science Hall does 
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get together, but they are mulling over geography to a considerable degree. They aren’t hearing 

from their other colleagues: the physicists, the chemists, the historians, and others, and I think 

that is a regrettable feature.”91 In 1963, Clark Kerr, president of the University of California, 

famously and sardonically described these sprawling universities (what he called 

“multiversities”) as a “series of individual faculty entrepreneurs held together by a common 

grievance over parking.”92  

 

Embodying the Paradox: Reid Bryson  

 

 Emblematic of this new culture of entrepreneurial competition was the meteorologist, 

climate scientist, and eventual founding director of the Institute for Environmental Studies at 

UW-Madison, Reid Bryson. He experienced the campus culture as cutthroat: “We like to think 

that the University is a college of scholars and a lot of collegiality and all that, but it's not that 

gentlemanly…. You know, polite on the surface but underneath you're ready to knife [others] any 

time.” By most accounts, Bryson not only thrived in this culture but fomented it as well.93 He 

was ambitious, even cocky, and had a flair for drama. He liked to say that he first became 

interested in meteorology because his great, great, great, great, grandmother had been killed by a 

lightning bolt but, in truth, he came to the field as a military meteorologist during WWII, 

mapping weather patterns over the Pacific for bombing runs in Japan. When the war broke out he 

had just finished his graduate work in geology at UW-Madison and he joined the war effort like 
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many other scholars from Wisconsin. Bryson’s healthy sense of self-confidence had been 

fostered by his involvement in crucial military research during WWII where he rubbed shoulders 

with scientists working on the Manhattan Project. After the war, he had a falling out with his 

military base captain and left for bigger and better things as a professor of Geography at UW-

Madison.94 Conflicts with authority figures and colleagues, subsequent separations, and then 

bursts of creative energy would be a pattern of behavior throughout Bryson’s life.  

 Back at Wisconsin, he threw himself into his work, which proceeded smoothly until one 

day in 1946 when the chair of the department, Glenn Trewartha – the same Trewartha who was 

lamenting the shift in faculty culture -- walked into his office. Trewartha said “‘Bryson, there's 

no future for you at the University of Wisconsin. I would suggest you find a job elsewhere.’”  

According to Bryson, he was doing cutting-edge research, pushing into some of Trewartha’s 

worn-out territory and so Trewartha, who felt threatened, wanted Bryson gone.95 Fortunate for 

Bryson, the university instructor who ran the campus weather station and taught courses on 

meteorology had just retired, and Bryson was hired to replace him. He soon convinced the dean 

to hire another faculty member and name Bryson as the chair of an official Department of 

Meteorology. Over the next two decades, Bryson worked diligently to build the department and 

augment his status on campus. By the end of the 1960s, twenty more faculty members had been 

hired and the department was working with an annual budget of $1 million in research grants.96  

 While Bryson flourished in the intense culture of competition he also, paradoxically, 

valued collaboration across disciplinary divides. He seemed to breed social conflict everywhere 

he went but he also had a talent for building bridges on an intellectual level. In addition to 
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expanding the meteorology department, Bryson was also getting involved in broader 

conversations about the future of scientific research. By the late 1950s, one of the graduate 

students he got to know in the geography department had moved up in the ranks of the Office of 

Naval Research in Washington, DC and arranged for Bryson to be appointed to the Committee 

on Geography in the National Academy of Sciences. Through this committee, Bryson met 

geographers from across the country and was exposed to naval research on such things as coastal 

geography, the arctic regions, and remote sensing of the environment that required input from 

multiple disciplinary perspectives.97 He found the experience invigorating but he realized 

members of the committee were having trouble communicating. “The committee was never quite 

understanding what the other ones were saying because they really didn't talk in ‘human-ese’ or 

‘science-ese’ or ‘social-ese’ or whatever, and it didn't come through loud and clear what they 

were trying to say across these divisional boundaries.”98 In 1962, fueled by this experience, 

Bryson convinced the UW President, Fred Harvey Harrington, to create the “University 

Committee on Interdisciplinary Studies” to overcome these communication problems, and 

appoint Bryson as chair. The committee saw its purpose in dramatic terms: “Because of 

technological advances, civilization stands on the verge of an unprecedented florescence, but 

because of these same advances it may either destroy itself or produce retrogression…. In the 

academic community reconciliation and communication between the disciplines are imperative if 

solutions are to be attained.”99 Over the next few years, the committee members—who were 
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faculty from across the natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities—would come to realize 

environmental problems were the most salient area for exploration.  

 It’s important to note here that the creative interdisciplinary thinking happening at UW-

Madison contrasts with the critical portrayals of large universities offered by student activists 

during this period. As the historian Fred Turner has noted, this creativity was part of the often 

misunderstood and complicated dynamics of institutional research during this time. Many of the 

countercultural and New Leftist critics of the 1960s saw government and academic bureaucracies 

as over-rationalized, soul-crushing institutions that produced conformist thinking. In reality, “the 

research laboratories of World War II, and the military-industrial academic bureaucracies that 

grew out of them, were far more flexible, entrepreneurial, and individualistic places than many 

remember today.”100 Moreover, while overall management of government agencies and 

university research became increasingly hierarchical as they ballooned in size, “the laboratories 

within which the research and development took place witnessed a flourishing of 

nonhierarchical, interdisciplinary collaboration.”101 The misunderstanding of these dynamics has 

tended to reinforce the notion that student leaders and activists of the 1960s were the ones 

leading the campaign for curricular innovations when, in the case of environmental studies, that 

was not the case.  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
100 Fred Turner. From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the Rise of 
Digital Utopianism. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006): 15. 
101 Turner, 2006: 15. 



 54 

“Heady Days” for Conservation Education: the 1940s and 50s 

 

While Bryson was busy fostering both meteorological and interdisciplinary research during 

these years, other developments were taking place in the realm of conservation education. Clay 

Schoenfeld, like Bryson, left for military service during World War II but immediately after the 

war’s end returned to Madison to begin a master’s in wildlife ecology. He was soon contacted by 

his old mentor Leopold, who was embroiled in a policy battle over deer management and wanted 

to recruit Schoenfeld to help shape state policy, thinking “[he] was just the guy to put some life 

in the Wisconsin Conservation Department's public information shop.” He declined the offer but 

did reintegrate into Leopold’s orbit, joining a weekly seminar run by the professor. In recalling 

the seminar, Schoenfeld described many of the forces shaping conservation and scientific 

research in post-war period, including the generative role of the federal government in promoting 

scientific innovation and the predominant culture of outdoor recreation: 

 

Those were heady days. Bright young minds were back from worldwide battlefronts, 

wartime laboratories had released a whole new kit of research tools, what had been the art 

of game management was about to become the science of wildlife ecology, and the public 

was more willing to listen to university experts of the type that had fabricated the bombs 

and chemicals and people that had won the war. We all met in the slightly refurbished 

attic of the old house on Farm Place that passed for an office building and lab. After you 

climbed the creaking stairs you had to duck your head to clear the rafters. The chairs were 

army surplus, the slide screen a bed sheet. But the ideas that churned up out of that 

evening seminar were mint-fresh. Many a principle of wildlife management in practice 
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today was born or refined in that Leopold think-tank. Nor have there ever been taller tales 

exchanged about hunting and fishing exploits or about rare plants or birds identified in 

unlikely places.102 

 

 Throughout the 1940s and 50s, conservation education at UW was conducted primarily 

through the College of Agriculture, its cooperative extension programs for farmers and rural 

communities, and through experimentation in the university’s various properties such as the UW 

arboretum.  The College of Agriculture continued to offer various courses in soil conservation, 

wildlife ecology, and forest management. Students with an interest in conservation formed extra-

curricular clubs to invite speakers, host discussions, and watch films.103 The cooperative 

extension programs were guided by two central beliefs during these years. First, soil 

conservation was crucial to maintain agricultural production and adequate farm income and 

second, conservation of natural resources were part of the broader “Rural Life” approach, which 

sought to enhance and maintain “rural civilization” for the social, economic, intellectual, and 

spiritual benefit of rural families.104 The UW-Arboretum, would become what Leopold originally 

envisioned, a dedicated area for ecological research and education, a place to put into practice 

the innovative ideas batted around among students like Schoenfeld, and a resource that served 

students and faculty as a “living exhibit of what Wisconsin was, what it is, and what it expects to 

become.”105  
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Conservation Education at a Crossroads: Polluted Waters and Overpopulated Parks 

 

By the late 1950s, there was a growing sense in the university and across the state of 

Wisconsin that new efforts and approaches were needed in the realm of conservation and natural 

resource education. This feeling was largely precipitated by two problems that rose to 

prominence in Wisconsin politics during this time: water pollution and lack of sufficient outdoor 

recreation facilities. One of the primary sources of water pollution was the booming state paper 

industry. Dozens of mills, employing tens of thousands of people, churned out millions of tons of 

paper and contributed millions of dollars in tax revenue every year. Before WWII, most 

Wisconsin citizens viewed the industry positively, as a crucial source of jobs of economic 

activity. The industry’s use of rivers and streams for the disposal of waste was considered 

justifiable given the benefits it offered to the state. After the war, however, a major shift took 

place. As more and more people had the time, resources, and inclination to use rivers for 

swimming, fishing, and boating, they began to believe that the most important purpose of rivers 

was for recreation and appreciation of scenic beauty. Floating debris, noxious water, and 

occasional fish kills were no longer justifiable annoyances but intolerable threats to the health of 

Wisconsinites and their ability to enjoy rivers. Citizens began organizing and calling for tougher 

regulations on the paper industry.106  

 During the 1950s and 60s, heated debates about water pollution and government 

regulation occurred throughout the state (as they did across the country), and it was in this 
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context that two UW-Madison professors met in 1956 to discuss the creation of interdisciplinary 

courses on the political and hydrological aspects of managing rivers. The faculty members — 

Henry Hart, a political scientist, and Arno Lenz, a professor of engineering—both drew 

inspiration from their work with the Tennessee Valley Authority, a massive New Deal project that 

worked at the scale of the watershed versus ecologically arbitrary state or county jurisdictional 

boundaries. The project had multiple, integrated purposes: Control flooding and erosion, 

generate electricity, maintain navigable waters, combat malaria, and provide local employment. 

Hart and Lenz thought the UW could contribute to solving similar multifaceted water-related 

problems in Wisconsin, and created a river basin planning seminar in 1958. They soon recruited 

other UW faculty who had worked for the TVA or who had relevant expertise across multiple 

disciplines, eventually expanding the seminar into a full graduate program in the 1960s.107 This 

effort was initially separate and more focused than the initiative led by Reid Bryson in the early 

1960s but was motivated by a similar belief in the need for interdisciplinary approaches to 

natural resource problems. 

 As debates about water pollution intensified during this period so did the traffic to state 

parks and outdoor recreation areas. It soon became clear that the state’s recreation facilities were 

inadequate for the overwhelming number of visitors. The problem came to a head on the July 4th 

weekend of 1960 during which every park was filled to capacity, having to turn away visitors 

and convincing state officials they had a “crisis” on their hands. The resolution of this situation 

was taken up as a signature political project for the governor of Wisconsin, Gaylord Nelson.  
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 While Nelson’s environmental legacy has been closely tied to his central role in 

conceiving and organizing the first Earth Day in 1970, his political career as an environmental 

advocate was launched by his response to the outdoor recreation crisis of 1960, and his own 

environmental values were rooted in his childhood experience of both Progressive politics and 

playing in the outdoors. Nelson was born in 1916 in Clear Lake, a rural hamlet in northwestern 

Wisconsin. As a boy, he spent a lot of time camping, hunting, swimming and keeping a variety of 

pets, including dogs, skunks, and pigeons. As a young teenager, his first foray into environmental 

activism was initiating an unsuccessful beautification project to create a tree-lined drive heading 

into the center of town. His parents were active in the progressive politics of the day and fervent 

supporters of “Fighting Bob” Lafollette, who served as both senator and governor of Wisconsin 

and then as presidential candidate in 1924 for the short-lived Progressive Party. Inspired by this 

tradition, Nelson enrolled in law school at UW-Madison where he began pursuing a career in 

politics, helping to form a new progressive wing of the Democratic Party. Nelson’s background 

formed the basis for a strong interest in natural resources and gave him credibility among both 

more traditional conservative rural residents and more liberal progressive urbanites, a broad 

coalition that helped him get elected governor in 1958.108 

 Many of the Wisconsin residents in this broad base of support were also the ones 

frustrated with inadequate recreational facilities, a frustration that crossed both geographic and 

political party lines, as explained by historian Thomas Huffman in his history of Wisconsin 

conservation politics during this period. In August of 1960, after touring several state parks 

packed with people, tents, and trailers, Nelson called for a major refinancing and infrastructural 

improvement plan. In the following months, as Nelson campaigned for re-election, he and his 
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Republican challenger tried to outdo each other in their support for increasing the state’s outdoor 

tourism advertising budget.109 Soon after reelection, in March of 1961, Nelson delivered his plan 

to a joint session of the state legislature, a speech that historian Thomas Huffman calls “perhaps 

the most important of Nelson’s political career.”110 Nelson proposed raising $50 million over ten 

years via a one-cent tax on cigarettes. Most these funds would be used to purchase lands and 

develop them into parks and recreation areas, improve existing facilities, and to establish 

conservation easements to protect natural areas on private land. The proposal drew widespread 

support, including from Republicans in northern Wisconsin with close ties to the tourism 

industry, and the eventual version was passed into law in August as the Outdoor Recreation Act 

Plan (ORAP). The plan not only significantly shaped land and natural resource management in 

Wisconsin, but had national impacts, influencing other states to create similar programs and 

helped prompt the creation of the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation in the Department of Interior at 

the federal level.111  

 Nelson relied heavily on experts from University of Wisconsin to develop his outdoor 

recreation plan. Between February and November of 1960, the UW School of Commerce 

conducted one of the first major studies of the tourism in the state, revealing that fishing and 

hunting generated $370 million of economic activity each year. They recommended that 

protection of scenic natural areas be made a priority, recreation areas upgraded immediately, and 

lakes be better zoned and managed. The report became a crucial tool for generating political 

support for Nelson’s new policy agenda. Moreover, the governor hired several young and 

ambitious UW employees and graduate students to run his administration. As Huffman notes, 
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“drawing on the tenets of the Wisconsin Idea – that academics had much to tell government 

officials—the Nelson staff retained close ties to the University of Wisconsin, especially in the 

fields of natural resource research and planning.”112  

 But as natural resource conservation became increasingly visible and contentious in 

Wisconsin politics, the role of the university came under closer scrutiny as well. One scrutinizer 

was the journalist Russell Lynch, who throughout the 1950s wrote lengthy and incisive reports 

on conservation for the Milwaukee Journal, including water pollution and soil erosion (in a 

series titled “Wasteland or Wealth?”)113  In 1960, he turned his attention to conservation 

education at UW and concluded that it was inadequate. In response, the university president, 

Conrad Elvehjem—who had grown up on a Wisconsin farm and completed a PhD in agricultural 

chemistry at UW—immediately created a committee on conservation education chaired by the 

dean of the School of Education and with Clay Schoenfeld as one of its members. At that time, 

Schoenfeld was helping run extension programs and teach journalism courses but his masters in 

wildlife ecology and his role as the outdoor writer for the Wisconsin State Journal made him an 

important addition to the committee. The committee issued a report in 1961 recommending that 

“all graduates of the University receive a sound introduction to the philosophy, history and 

development, as well as the content of conservation… [and] the importance of such knowledge 

to the nation and society as a whole.”114 According to the report, the university should also offer 

a more advanced interdisciplinary course for students with specific interests in conservation and 

those training to become elementary and secondary school teachers. Moreover, the UW should 
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continue developing curriculum with the state Department of Public Instruction, educating adults 

through extension programs, and utilizing the Arboretum and university owned farms and forests 

as “field laboratory sites” for experiential education.  

 

Education for Many Types of Living, Working, and Playing 

 

 The committee’s report from 1961 acknowledged conservation had multiple meanings 

but essentially defined it in utilitarian terms, as the preservation, management, and utilization 

natural resources for “general welfare.”115 As the 1960s wore on, members of the university 

community would add nuance and complexity to their conception of conservation as they 

developed more courses and programs. In 1964, they outlined a course designed for 

undergraduates that would introduce the wide spectrum of issues related to conservation and 

draw on dozens of faculty from across campus, including professors of botany, meteorology, 

wildlife ecology, landscape architecture, geography, economics, urban planning, law, rural 

sociology and art history — many of whom were already teaching elements of conservation in 

their own disciplinary courses. The committee re-affirmed their utilitarian approach with the 

course but acknowledged that legitimate human values could be in conflict and determining what 

wise and careful conservation meant was difficult: “The modern issue is seldom conservation 

versus exploitation; it is more often prudent exploitation for one purpose against prudent 

exploitation for another.”116  Moreover, they articulated conservation in ways that foreshadowed 

similar values to those of environmental justice advocates decades later who would argue that the 
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fullness and wide variety of human experience in the environment must be recognized. That’s not 

to say they were in explicitly attentive to environmental racism or unequal exposure to 

environmental harms along lines of race or class - they weren’t. But they understood people 

valued, experienced, used, and identified with the environment in multiple ways: “We no longer 

assume that all land and water must inevitably be sacrificed to the basic sustenance and 

protection of human life. We are ready for a second look to identify the meaningful natural 

resources which, if protected and enhanced, can provide many types of environmental 

experiences for living, working, and playing.”117 The point here that conservation education in 

the wasn’t as narrowly focused as later critics would argue.  

 By the fall of 1966, the undergraduate course, called “Environmental Resource 

Management Principles and Problems,” was up and running with Schoenfeld as its overall 

convener. He played a central role in articulating the philosophy of the course and wrangling the 

various faculty to give lectures and engage students. The central focus of the course was on 

presenting complex problems of conservation to students, giving them tools and ideas for how 

they might be solved, and then asking them to come up with their own creative solutions. The 

course mixed natural science, social science, and humanistic discussions of values and ethics. 

And the themes of complexity and paradox remained central. In summarizing the course, 

Schoenfeld wrote: 
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To paraphrase Aldo Leopold, barring love and war few enterprises are undertaken with 

such abandon, or by such diverse individuals, or with so paradoxical a mixture of appetite 

and altruism, as that group of vocations and avocations known collectively as 

environmental resource management. It is, by common consent, a good thing to practice 

conservation. But wherein lies the goodness, and what can be done to encourage its 

pursuit? On these questions there is confusion of counsel, and only the most uncritical 

minds are free from doubt. This course represents no magic formula for capsuling 

conservation and administering it to assorted students. It recognizes the importance, 

however, of confronting University of Wisconsin students with a set of resource 

principles and values, and encouraging them to face the kinds of problems upon which as 

citizens and voters they will be asked to render crucial judgments in the days ahead.118 

 

 This course was just one of several initiatives spearheaded by Schoenfeld under the 

umbrella of Conservation Education Programs. Drawing on his background in journalism, he 

created a Conservation Communications master’s program in 1968, (soon renamed 

Environmental Education and Conservation Communications), which was “designed to identify 

young men and women with an affinity for conservation communications, to enhance their 

ability to help bridge the gap between ecological concepts and action on the land, and to prepare 

them for professional positions in government, industry, voluntary organizations, and the mass 

media.”119 Through his work with university extension, Schoenfeld helped establish various 
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summer courses, seminars, and workshops for both students and adult citizens and professionals, 

fostered a course at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, and organized a Centennial 

Symposium in May of 1967. The Centennial was designed to celebrate one hundred years of 

conservation in the state, dating back to the autodidact scientist Increase Lapham’s landmark 

study, not-so-pithily titled Report on the Disastrous Effects of the Destruction of Forest Trees, 

Now Going on So Rapidly in the State of Wisconsin, in 1867. The symposium was also meant to 

chart a course forward for the next one hundred years. It was no small affair. The symposium 

featured a variety of group discussions and meetings and speeches from the governor, Warren 

Knowles; senator Gaylord Nelson; the president of UW-Madison, Fred Harvey Harrington; the 

director of the Wisconsin Conservation Department; and the president of the nationwide Nature 

Conservancy.120 It attracted over three hundred audience members and participants. Finally, 

Schoenfeld also led the effort to draft a report, “Toward a National Strategy for Environmental 

Education,” that was sent to senator Nelson and would serve as the foundation for the national 

Environmental Education Act, passed by Congress and signed into law in 1970.121  

 

A Mixture of Appetite and Altruism 

 

 While Schoenfeld was building the conservation education programs, Reid Bryson 

continued to lead the Interdisciplinary Studies Committee that was formed in 1962 and which 

had morphed into the Committee on Environmental Studies in 1965. The initial members, 
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besides Bryson (a climatologist), were an oncologist, an art historian, a political scientist, and a 

historian of science. From the beginning, the committee had an interest in fostering research that 

examined, among other issues, big environmental questions. For example, they proposed the 

following research areas: “Urban Society and Environmental Design;” The Impact of Unlimited 

Cheap Power on Man and Society;” and “The Consequences of Man-made Modification of the 

Atmosphere.”122 

 Part of the reason the committee began to turn its attention more exclusively to 

environmental issues in 1965 was that wider publics —both in Wisconsin and nationwide — 

were increasingly concerned about wilderness protection, outdoor recreation, and pollution. The 

prospect of research funding also played a role. In 1965 the National Science Foundation created 

an environmental sciences division, and in July of that year Gaylord Nelson proposed “The 

Ecological and Research and Surveys Bill” in the US Senate, which “would authorize the 

Secretary of Interior to: conduct studies of natural environmental systems in the United States 

and to make grants and contracts for such studies to be made by universities… and qualified 

individuals.” Both funding possibilities were noticed by the committee.123 Moreover, various 

other programs and centers had recently received state or federal money to conduct 

environmental research. These included the Water Resource Center, the Limnology Lab, and the 

Biotron (which allowed scientists to create rooms that controlled temperature, humidity, lighting, 

and watering to study the growth of plants or the behavior of animals).  

 Bryson’s committee, with backing from the UW Chancellor, adopted the modified 

mission of developing a center on campus that would serve to coordinate and manage all these 
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efforts.124 By February of 1966, they began to envision the possibility of an entirely new college, 

devoted the study of environmental problems, built on farmland west of the main university 

campus, and accessible by rapid transit. They estimated it might attract 10,000 students.125  

 This idea sent up red flags for others on campus, especially those in the College of 

Agriculture. In January of 1966, a task force within the College of Agriculture, after several 

months of work, issued a report recommending the creation of a School of Natural Resources 

within the college. The task force emphasized the urgency of similar problems to those discussed 

by Bryson’s committee in their rationale for environmental studies, namely “the decline in 

quality of resources, polluted waters, polluted air, overcrowded parks and forests, overbuilt 

lakeshores, depleted and gullied land and littered landscapes.” While they acknowledged the 

need for new forms of interdisciplinary research and training, the task force methodically 

detailed a long (and, in their words, “very impressive” list) of all the ways in which units within 

the College of Agriculture were already working on these issues, including the following:  

 

Agricultural Engineering has been interested in structures and equipment for soil and 

water conservation…. The Department of Wildlife Management is active in studies of 

wildlife populations, habitat, and ecology…. Rural Sociology has done extensive work on 
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human population data and on community organization…. Agricultural and Extension 

Education has offered undergraduate preparation for future teachers of agriculture and 

extension workers who will necessarily deal with resource problems…. Entomology and 

Plant Pathology are concerned both with natural hazards to natural resources and (along 

with staff members in Bacteriology, Biochemistry, and Dairy and Food Industry) with 

health issues connected with natural resource policies (especially those involved in the 

use of chemicals for pest control)….”126 

  

 In other words, the college was promoting its bona fides in what was increasingly 

becoming a turf war over where on campus a new and potentially well-funded natural resource 

or environmental studies program would be established. The conflicts between groups within the 

UW campus reveal another paradox that has been part of environmental studies from the 

beginning: on the one hand, it is designed to gather insights from the entire academic enterprise 

but on the other, has evolved as a specialized area of study within most campus administrative 

structures. 

 In March of 1966, Bryson’s committee met to discuss the College of Agriculture proposal 

for a School of Natural Resources. The meeting minutes clearly show that some of the 

Environmental Studies committee members had a few reservations about the details of the 

proposal and the long-term vision but there was strong support, in part because Clay Schoenfeld 

and another member of the committee had been on the College of Agriculture task force and 

helped create the proposal. Schoenfeld and others felt the door was “wide open” for future 

discussion about how such a Natural Resource school might fit within administrative structures 
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of the university but they wanted to “congratulate the College of Agriculture for getting 

something started.” In his summary of the committee’s stance, Bryson agreed the college had 

“identified an important area of study that should be capitalized upon” but played up his own 

sentiments that whatever environmental or natural resource program was created it should not 

reside within the college where, presumably, he knew he had little power.127 In a draft of a 

summary letter to university’s assistant chancellor, the author (most likely Bryson) wrote that “a 

majority of the Special Committee believes that the ultimate development of a School of Natural 

Resources should not be as part of the College of Agriculture, but should be as part of a broader 

Madison campus program Environmental Studies organized on an inter-college basis, probably 

independent of any existing college.”128  

 The Dean of the College of Agriculture, Glenn Pound, was convinced Bryson’s vision 

was misguided and doomed to fail but he clearly had deep biases in favor of his own college. 

After retiring, Pound wrote in a retrospective that “Bryson had misrepresented the committee 

attitude. It was obvious that Bryson was choosing not to play ball.” He concluded that, at least at 

the end of the 1970s, the Institute for Environmental Studies had not succeeded because “the 

concept of establishing a School of Environmental Sciences was invalid because such a school 

could only have been built at the expense of departments and colleges. The failure of Bryson and 

his colleagues to sense this indicated their inadequate grasp of the true nature of the University of 
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Wisconsin-Madison; to not realize that colleges are not built out of interdisciplinary programs 

alone.”129  

 Decades later, Reid Bryson also offered a colored recollection that shows his desire to 

win the turf war was at work as well. During his oral history interview in 1986 he said that when 

the Institute for Environmental Studies was first proposed, “Glenn Pound tried a little sneaky 

back-door trick to head it off.” Bryson’s committee had “recommended the establishment of a 

College of Environmental Studies. Unanimously. I can imagine what Glenn Pound said to his 

representatives. He immediately, because he had the authority to do it, set up a School of Natural 

Resources and hired a dean for it, and then told [the university chancellor] when I turned in the 

report of the committee, ‘Oh, you don't have to do that because we've already done it in the 

College of Agriculture.’”130 

 Environmental studies at UW-Madison was thus both a response to and a product of the 

competitive, specialized culture of post-WWII research universities. Bryson, Schoenfeld, Pound 

and their colleagues all recognized that understanding and solving environmental problems 

required insight and expertise from numerous disciplines, and they sought to bring these 

disciplines together. There was considerable cross-pollination between these efforts but they did 

evolve along separate tracks, in part because of the simple enormity of the university which 

allowed overlapping work to be conducted in various corners of the campus. But the promise of 

external grants, which tended to reward specialization and individual entrepreneurship, also 

meant these faculty and administrators were incentivized to create their own little academic 

empires. To put it a little differently, the creation of environmental programs at UW-Madison was 
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motivated by genuine intellectual, scientific, ethical, political, and social concern about 

immanent and vexing environmental problems but also by shrewd attention to the political 

economy of higher education.  

 

Economic Challenges in Northern Wisconsin 

 

 This mix of concern about environmental problems and adroit consideration of political 

economy was also motivating the leaders of Northland College in the late 1960s as they 

considered creating an environmental program. For these leaders, the most pressing political 

economic factor was not the flow of research dollars but student enrollment because, as a small 

college, Northland was dependent on student tuition. Moreover, because many of the college’s 

students and alumni donors came from or lived in the surrounding community, Northland’s 

financial health was closely tied to that of northern Wisconsin.  

 Student enrollment numbers had always been choppy at Northland, with national trends 

causing especially intense cycles. Enrollment dipped during the Great Depression WWII — 189 

students in 1933-34 and only 106 in 1944-45 — and then rose again as veterans returned, 

reaching 337 in 1948-49.131 The wild swings in enrollment — and thus tuition income for the 

college — were coupled with the reality that in devoting itself to the Cutover region, Northland 

was never flush with cash nor did it attract a significant number of students who would later 

become wealthy alumni donors. The college entered a period of sharp financial angst in the early 

1950s when enrollment dropped again to 162 in 1953. Dormitories became miniature ghost 

towns and the college was syphoning funds from its endowment principal to meet basic 
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operating expenses. By 1961, however, enrollment had revived to 405 students and successful 

fundraising campaigns, which tapped small foundations and local donors, had put the college 

back on sound financial footing. 

 Northland’s recurring financial challenges mirrored those of the broader region. While 

UW researchers were submitting reports to help with Gaylord Nelson’s Outdoor Recreation Act 

Plan, residents of Northern Wisconsin were anxiously waiting for funds to arrive. Historian Jim 

Feldman offers a succinct summary of the economic plight of the region in the mid 1960s: “The 

Chequamagon Bay communities of Bayfield, Washburn, and Ashland…suffered from chronic 

unemployment, out-migration of labor and capital, and economic depression. In 1965, the U.S. 

Department of Commerce declared northern Wisconsin one of the most economically distressed 

regions in the country.”132 Commercial fishing in Lake Superior, the only remaining major 

industry in the area, had once again experienced a collapse in the 1940s and 50s, this time a 

result of the invasion of sea lamprey. These creatures were fish that resembled eels and were 

native to the Atlantic Ocean but had made their way into the Great Lakes along shipping 

routes.133 Wisconsin and other state governments of the Great Lakes waged a successful 

campaign to control lamprey populations, leading to nearly a full recovery of the fisheries by 

1970.134 But Wisconsin conservation officials had become convinced that the economic future of 

the Lake Superior fisheries was not in commercial fishing but sport fishing. They decreased the 

number of commercial fishing licenses from seventy to twenty-one and clearly stated in a 1969 

report that “precedence in management is given to sport fishing, since it provides a great benefit” 
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to the local economy.135  This policy fit within a wider state plan to promote tourism in the area 

and take advantage of a region they believed to be “rich in historical lore, as well as abundant 

outdoor attractions.”136 In the coming years, this logic would also prompt Northland College to 

create an outdoor orientation program both to help attract new students and acclimate them to the 

college community.  

 Renewed interest in establishing the Apostle Islands as public recreation area began in 

1950 but gained major steam in the 1960s. In the 1950s, the National Park Service had 

determined that when most Americans went outdoors they preferred spending time in places with 

access to water. As a consequence, they conducted shoreline surveys throughout the country and 

designated a dozen new units in their system between 1963 and 1972.137 When Gaylord Nelson 

moved from the governor’s office in Wisconsin to the United States Senate in 1962 he began 

focusing on a plan to make the Apostle Islands a national rather than state park. While 

negotiations were complicated and public sentiment varied in northern Wisconsin, the park 

proposal ultimately drew support from a wide variety of groups, including local businesses, farm 

organizations, newspapers, and conservation clubs, as well as national conservation 

organizations, and in September of 1970 the islands were legally designated a National 

Lakeshore.  

 The effects of government policy and legislation that continued to emphasize tourism and 

outdoor recreation as the most important form of land use and economic activity in northern 

Wisconsin were far-reaching, and as the 1960s wore on, would serve as crucial context for major 
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changes at Northland College. For many years, Northland had seen its location as a hindrance to 

recruiting students from outside the local area. It attempted to woo students by playing down its 

remoteness in northern Wisconsin and emphasizing academic and extracurricular activities 

typical to other liberal arts colleges. In the 1960s the college continued to ride the recent uptick 

of student enrollment using traditional recruitment strategies but also because there were simply 

more students to be had as baby boomers came of college age. Each year, more and more 

students arrived; by the fall of 1966 there were 750 students enrolled. The influx of students 

precipitated a major building program. By 1968, Northland had managed to secure $2.5 million 

in donations and federal loans to build a new athletic field, gymnasium, science building, two 

dormitories, and a student union, which quickly became a main attraction on campus.138 

Nathaniel Dexter, a faculty member who wrote a history of the college in 1968, proudly 

described the new student union at Northland as having a large new theater for convocations and 

campus parties alike, a “wood paneled snack bar…swank enough to be a coffee ‘shoppe,’” a full 

bookstore rather than a mere “cubby hole in the wall”, and a cafeteria “too large and too 

professional for ordinary housewives to envy.”139 Improving quality of life for students through 

the creation of various campus amenities was becoming an increasing preoccupation of both 

college students and administrators across the country. While higher education had long included 

elements of commercialism and colleges had used intentional marketing strategies to attract new 

students since at least the early 20th century, the marketplace for new enrollees was becoming 

increasingly competitive in the 1960s.  

 Enrollment at Northland, however, peaked during the academic year of 1968-69 at 750 

and by the spring 1969 the college administration knew there would be a drop for the following 
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year, down to 667.140 After a decade of growth and large recent investments in expensive campus 

infrastructure this decline worried college president Robert Cramer, and he began searching for a 

way to make Northland attractive in the increasingly competitive marketplace. Dick Mackey, 

freshly hired as the new Dean of Admissions that year, would offer Cramer a potential solution. 

Mackey had worked for several years in the admissions department of his alma mater Coe 

College in Iowa, and while there was recruited to join the National Association of College 

Admissions Counselors in Evanston, Illinois. Through that work he became steeped in the latest 

strategies for recruiting students and he was accustomed to understanding colleges through the 

lens of marketing.141  

 

A Prophet and Pitchman for Wilderness 

 

 What attracted Mackey to the job at Northland was the same set of attractions he realized 

the college could pitch to potential students: Outdoor recreation and natural resources. When he 

heard about the job opening he himself couldn’t wait to climb in a boat to search for brook trout 

and grab his rifle for hunting in the northern Wisconsin woods.142 A former staff member in the 

admissions office described Mackey as something of a “mountain man,” happily providing fish 

and game for his family’s dinner table.143 Mackey had grown up hunting and fishing with his 

father in rural Iowa and, while a college student, became the president of Coe’s conservation 

club as well as the local county’s fish and game club. When he first came to Northland, however, 
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he found it to be a “super traditional liberal arts college without really any self-awareness” of the 

area’s recreational offerings nor the abundant employment opportunities for students in natural 

resource management. He realized if the college could successfully harness and market these 

assets they had a “potential goldmine” for admissions. He just needed the right messenger.144 

 Sigurd Olson became that messenger. Olson had risen to national prominence in the 

1950s and 60s as both a popular nature writer and a wilderness advocate active in political 

battles. His books, such as “The Singing Wilderness” (1956) and “Runes of the North” (1963), 

offered lyrical paeans to the wild country of northern Minnesota and Wisconsin that were imbued 

with the romantic sublime, which resonated with many readers, including Mackey. Olson cut his 

teeth as a conservationist fighting to protect the Quetico and Boundary waters canoe areas in 

Ontario and Minnesota, leading to his positions as vice president and then president of both the 

National Parks Association (1951-1959) and the Wilderness Society (1963-1971), respectively.  

As president of the Wilderness Society he helped in the push to create the Apostle Islands 

National Lakeshore. Olson had a long interest in education as well; he taught high school biology 

in the 1920s and served as Dean of Ely Junior College in the 1930s and 40s.145 And he also 

happened to be an alumnus of Northland College. Olson had spoken at Northland before, 

delivering the commencement speech in 1961. According the college’s alumni newsletter of that 

year, he “reminded his audience that neither rockets nor automatic calculators could relieve 

modern man from a continuing dependence on the earth which bears and sustains him, and that 

this dependence is spiritual as well as economic.” The newsletter writer noted that this message 

had “special relevance in Northern Wisconsin, an area that still suffers the aftereffects [sic] of a 
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prodigal squandering of much of its natural endowment…. Future development will demand 

sound research, trained intelligence, imagination, and patience. Northland hopes and believes 

that its staff, is facilities, and above all its graduates, will contribute to this development.”146 

 Soon after Mackey arrived at Northland in early 1969 he hatched a plan to promote the 

college as a haven to high school students interested in the environment and the outdoors, and by 

March had convinced Olson to play a crucial role. One of the more common and effective 

recruiting strategies used in the 1960s was to target high school guidance counselors. Mackey 

arranged for forty counselors from schools within Wisconsin as well as across the country to 

spend three days in May learning about the latest curricular developments, touring the campus, 

and having dinner with faculty. The highlight of the conference, however, would be an aerial tour 

of the beautiful natural landscapes of the region on a chartered plane hired by Mackey and a 

keynote address by Sigurd Olson on the first night.147  

 Olson was both pitchman and prophet, marketing the attractions of Northland and 

revealing the rise of a generation of young people guided by moral purpose. As the counselors 

enjoyed their broiled steaks and seafood at the swanky fine dining and cocktail restaurant, the 

Scottie Club, the famed nature writer and Northland alumnus “held his audience…spellbound as 

he discussed…world turmoil, the hippie movement, the pollution of man’s environment, and the 

future of the human race.” He argued that a human being needs to be rooted in place and that he 

was fortunate enough to have roots in Ashland and the Chequamegon Bay. He spoke fondly of 

his time at the college, especially the opportunities to explore nearby rivers and creeks. He made 

a case for the continuing relevance of a broad liberal arts education noting, in the words of a 

writer for the Ashland Daily Press, “something strange is happening to students — engineers 

																																																								
146 Northern Light 52, No. 2, November 1961. Northland College Archives, Ashland, WI.  
147 Mackey, 2016. See also “Area Guidance Counselors to Hear Olson,” Ashland Daily Press, May 7, 1969. 



 77 

want to take social studies to understand the meaning of life beyond just pouring sand.” He 

brought the crowd to a standing ovation with statement of his faith in the youth of America 

willing to solve pressing environmental problems: “I am convinced there are enough young 

people clean of mind and spirit who will handle these problems, and that even out of the rabble 

group will come some progress in how to meet the challenge of keeping our planet a place where 

mankind can live in happiness.”148 

 

Changing the World and Finding a Job 

 

 Olson’s mention of “strange” happenings and “the rabble group” hinted at the upheavals 

occuring on campuses across the country that were changing the status and expectations of 

students, including at Northland. The student fomenters of this change were calling for more 

student freedoms, the end of in loco parentis rules, and new forms of education more attentive to 

pressing societal and political issues, including environmental ones. At the same time, however, 

many students were happy with the longstanding norms of campus life and content with the 

established curriculum. 

 Many of the people I spoke with who were students, staff, or faculty at Northland in the 

1960s experienced it as what they called a “traditional” liberal arts college, referring primarily to 

the courses offered but also to the student culture.149 The curriculum had not changed much in 
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decades. Like many colleges it stitched together some of the major pedagogical strategies of 

higher education in the 20th century: A general education program that required students to take a 

distribution of courses across the natural sciences, social sciences, humanities and arts; an 

elective system that allowed students to have some choice in which exact courses they took; and 

a culture of academic advising that encouraged students to gravitate, within the liberal arts 

framework, towards a potential professional career.  

 Many the trappings of student culture that blossomed in the early 20th century, which 

emphasized social status and hedonistic enjoyment, were still a significant part of campus life. In 

other words, social and political activism -- beyond advocating for greater personal freedom 

from college rules as discussed further below -- were not predominant features of campus life for 

most students during the 1960s. Each winter, students would participate in a “Sno-Festival” — a 

“big deal” according to an alumna from that time — which featured sororities and fraternities 

competing in snow sculpture contest, constructing whimsically gargantuan oddities on the main 

campus mall, a formal dance at which a “Sno-king” and “Sno-Queen” were crowned, and 

various antics peculiar to each year’s crop of students.150 One student described some of the 

silliness of the Sno-Festival of 1967 on the front page of the student newspaper: “I walked 

innocently in to the cafeteria for supper and saw my fellow students squatting on the flour 

stuffing beans into their laughing faces and muttering to others, '"Get your elbow out of my 

jello!" and "You're stepping on my wiener!"151  Under Wisconsin law, one could drink beer with 

3% alcohol at the age of 18 and so various bars in Ashland that served 10 cent beer were also a 

central part of Northland student life. One such bar, Cabbie’s, “was the place to meet up,” “an 

extension of Northland College in the 1960s.” It’s “grimy linoleum flooring [and] cinder-block 
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walls” was the setting for countless romantic flings as well as the origin of many lasting 

marriages.152  

 In loco parentis was also alive and well throughout the decade, but enforced most strictly 

for female students, who had strict curfews. Men were allowed to visit only during select 

hours.153 Two evenings a week in the campus cafeteria were designated as “dress-up” meals with 

rules pursuant to those “normally expected of men and women of intelligence and good 

breeding.” Men were required to wear ties and suit coats and “girls” to “dress accordingly.” It 

was decreed that a single person (the gender of which was not made explicit but presumably a 

male) “shall sit at the head of each table and preside at the meal…. This person shall serve the 

meat and potatoes on the plates as the ‘head of the family.’” All eaters were expected to follow a 

detailed decorum, for instance “bread slices should be broken before buttering,” “one should not 

overload the mouth full of food,” and “yawning and stretching at the table are definitely classed 

as bad manners.”154  

 During the late 1960s, however, some of the social tumult erupting on campuses across 

the country such as the Civil Rights movement, the student power movement, and Vietnam War 

protests, were also finding their way to northern Wisconsin. Both the response to the war and the 

student rights movement helped set the stage for environmentalism and environmental studies to 

emerge at Northland but in multifaceted ways. It was not the case that student activists simply 

turned their attention towards environmentalism (such as the “anti-war activists turned ‘eco-

freaks’” discussed by historian Adam Rome).155 Rather, the war also affected enrollments and 
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thus the financial calculus of the college, and the student rights movement provided space for 

students to merge social concerns with career interests. 

 The draft system for the Vietnam War evolved in such a way and on a timeline that meant 

a decline in enrollments beginning the fall of 1969, which as discussed before, was part of the 

decision for creating environmental studies at Northland. The draft, which was technically called 

the “selective service” system, was first put in place during WWI. Over time, certain young men, 

especially those from families of higher social class, could receive deferments from the draft. 

One reliable way to receive deferment was by enrolling as a full-time college student. While the 

sheer demographic tidal wave of baby boomers was the major cause for boosted enrollment 

during the 1960s, this draft policy, which lasted until 1969, also played a role. In November of 

1969, however, in response to critiques of the selective service system that it made it more likely 

that poor and minority men would get drafted, newly elected President Richard Nixon instituted 

a lottery system. No longer could young men get a deferment by attending college. This, along 

with the slowing down of new baby boomer applicants contributed to dropping college 

enrollments, which influenced Cramer and Mackey to turn to environmental studies to recruit 

new students.156 

 In terms of student rights, demands for greater freedom and power led to the creation of 

the Northland College Student Association in 1968. This organization gained control over how 

student fees were spent, whereas that decision was previously in the hands of the Dean of 

Students — a change supported by 80% of students in a referendum vote. Moreover, certain 

policy decisions would have to be approved not only by the administration and the faculty senate 
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but also by the Student Senate.157 Dorm curfews were abolished and by 1972 there were co-ed 

dorms. 

 While these movements resulted in swift and lasting changes at Northland, they did not 

obliterate older and more traditional campus cultures. There was widespread support among 

students for the dismantling of in loco parentis, but there was a vocal minority who respected 

and enjoyed the old formalities. For instance, the rules of decorum for the designated “dress-up” 

days were challenged by some students and defended by others. Dueling editorials in the student 

newspaper in November of 1966 argued, on one side, that paying tuition granted the freedom to 

wear whatever one wanted and, on the other, that it bestowed the “privilege of eating at least one 

meal a week in a well-dressed atmosphere.”158 While the Northland College Student Association 

was fighting for student rights it was also happily planning Sno-Festivals through the late 60s 

and early 70s. Moreover, political activism among students at Northland was also heterogeneous, 

as it was at many campuses. In 1970, a chapter of the Young Americans for Freedom, the 

influential conservative group sprang up just one year after the creation of a chapter of the 

Students for Democratic Society, the leading national campus organization of the New Left.159  

 As historian Helen Horowitz has shown, student culture has always been a mix of 

conformism and radicalism.160 At Northland, as at campuses across the country, student activists 

devoted to creating a more powerful student government and demonstrating in the streets 

coexisted alongside students who were focused on getting a college degree, finding a career, and 

starting a family.  
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 Furthermore, many students held these motivations simultaneously. Jim Miller, who 

helped found the Northland College Student Association and marched in civil rights protests in 

Ashland, also majored in business, and after graduation, moved back home to Pennsylvania to 

start his own small business and begin a career in marketing and later college admissions.161 The 

larger point here is that when students at Northland did begin to demonstrate an interest in 

environmental issues, this interest was not solely tied to political critiques or leftist radicalism 

but a variety of student sub-cultures and aspirations that circulated on campus. A common theme 

among student activists was the demand for more “relevant” curriculum, for coursework that 

spoke to current social, political, and cultural concerns.162 For students drawn to environmental 

studies, however, this desire was often intermingled with the goal of establishing their 

professional identity and securing a dependable job with middle-class wages. During the 1970s, 

in the first few years after the college implemented an environmental curriculum there was 

considerable debate among the faculty, administrators, and trustee members about whether the 

college could be both a liberal arts and an environmental institution. Many of those advocating 

for the new curriculum realized a significant portion of students were gravitating towards the 

environmental studies and natural resources coursework because they sought careers conducting 

research for government agencies and even working for energy companies. These advocates 

began to believe Northland should become a kind of technical college to train “environmental 

technicians.”163 Over time, these debates waned as the curriculum became more robust and 

incorporated a variety of different interests and pedagogies, but the paradox of environmental 
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studies being both a haven for radical activism and a route toward a decent middle-class job 

remained.  

 

The Emergence of a “Unique” Educational Opportunity in Northern Wisconsin 

 

 While there is little evidence of environmental interest among students at Northland prior 

to the college turning the curriculum in that direction, there was growing environmental 

consciousness among college-aged youth in America in the late 1960s, a development that, as 

explained earlier, caught the attention of Northland’s president, Robert Cramer. This emerging 

trend together with provocative media coverage and some local environmental controversies 

convinced Cramer the college might develop environmental programs successful at attracting 

new students. 

 As discussed in the introduction, nationwide interest among youth was fostered by 

generational cultural and political shifts, which, in turn, was amplified by a series of 

environmental events covered in-depth by mass media.164 As the environmental historian Finis 

Dunaway and others have noted, this media coverage had an especially strong influence among 

white, middle-class baby boomer Americans, many of whom were heading off to college for the 

first time.165 When a photo of Earth taken by astronauts on the Apollo 8 mission to the moon was 

published in December of 1968, writers in publications from the New York Times to the Whole 

Earth Catalog remarked how beautiful, fragile, and special the planet seemed. It elicited in these 

commentators and many viewers across the country a sense of universal human responsibility to 
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care for the Earth. At the same time within Wisconsin, both state and national media were 

covering a hearing taking place in Madison on the deleterious effects of DDT on wildlife, which 

featured several University of Wisconsin-Madison faculty with opposing viewpoints.166  

 Possibly the most intense and influential environmental event in terms of national media 

coverage began less than a month later, in January of 1969: the Santa Barbara oil spill.167 

Newspapers published aerial photos of the sprawling oil slicks, comparing the scene to a war 

zone. Life magazine among others published numerous photos of animals, such as infant sea-

lions, blanketed in oil, hoping to stir a sense of trauma, profound sadness, and compassion 

among readers: “Here and there…oil-drenched pups… cried weakly and thrashed about like 

scalded rats, their eyelids gummed shut, umbilicals stained and caked.”168 Visitors, who were 

brought to tears, were shown on TV news programs. Life quoted a 22-year old woman who said 

“I feel as though I had gone into somebody’s house where everyone was murdered, for no reason 

at all.”169 As Dunaway describes, through “the fusion of fact and feeling, science and spectacle” 

audiences nationwide interpreted the spill not as an isolated event but an indicator of a broader 

environmental crisis.170  

 This widespread feeling grew throughout the year. In May, college students and 

countercultural residents of Berkeley clashed with university officials and the national guard 

over “People’s Park.” During that summer, across the country in Cleveland, Ohio, the toxic mix 

of sewage and industrial waste in the Cuyahoga River caught on fire. While the river had caught 
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fire numerous times before and had roused little attention outside Cleveland, the national media 

made the most recent blaze a flashpoint for those decrying ecological degradation.171  

 In August, while flying home from visiting the oil in spill in Santa Barbara, Gaylord 

Nelson was wracking his brain trying to figure out a way to rouse young people to get more 

involved in environmental causes. Inspired by the model of campus teach-ins on the Vietnam 

War, Nelson had the idea of organizing similar events on environmental problems at colleges and 

universities nationwide. He immediately formed a planning committee and announced the idea 

during a speech on September 20th, 1969. Media outlets across the country quickly spread the 

word and students began acting, even before official events were planned. In November, the New 

York Times published a front-page story on the “rising concern about the ‘environmental crisis’” 

that was “sweeping the nation's campuses” and may eclipse the Vietnam War as the focus of 

interest.172 The story detailed students engaged in activities that ranged from the scholarly - such 

as those at Stanford and University of Texas law schools researching “new courtroom strategies” 

— to the theatrical — such as those at University of Minnesota who held a mock funeral for the 

automobile.  

 By the fall of 1969, Northern Wisconsin had also received repeated national news 

attention because of a brewing local controversy. In February, the New York Times made public 

formerly secret stories about a program of the United States Navy called Project Sanguine. The 

goal of the project was to build a vast network of cables centered in Clam Lake, Wisconsin — 

just 50 miles south of Northland College — utilizing the bedrock to transmit extremely low-

frequency radio messages to nuclear submarines around the world. While local Republicans and 
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the Ashland County Board of Supervisors backed the project, skepticism and opposition to the 

program grew among conservationists and critics of the American military over subsequent 

months. In October, the Times reported that the controversy was intensifying, and “the most 

emotional descriptions” among supporters was that it would be a “‘world peace center’” and 

among detractors that it would be “‘the world’s biggest electric chair.’”173  Democrats, especially 

Gaylord Nelson, called for more research and debate in Congress, and a newly hired professor of 

history at Northland, Kent Shifferd, created the “Stop Sanguine Committee.” The Shifferd 

committee argued that the project would put hunters, recreators, fish, and other wildlife at risk of 

electrocution, and that the project’s impacts would significantly damage the outdoor recreation 

industry. 

 In response to these trends and events, Northland’s president Cramer began to build an 

environmental program on two fronts. First, he established the faculty environmental studies 

curriculum committee that included the physical geographer Bruce Goetz and the historian, 

Shifferd. Second, he began pitching the idea to funders, especially Samuel and Gene Johnson, 

whose family had been crucial donors for decades. Samuel C. Johnson was head of the chemical 

products corporation SC Johnson and Sons, headquartered in Racine, WI as well as the 

company’s philanthropic arm, the Johnson Wax Foundation. He, his father (the former head of 

the company), and his wife Gene were all on Northland’s Board of Trustees. The Johnsons were 

immediately receptive and by the winter of 1970, they had pledged $38,000 for hiring two new 

environmental faculty and purchasing “a fully equipped weather station, boats for use on Lake 

Superior, geology field equipment and camping equipment.” When Cramer announced the grant 

and the creation of a new environmental studies major, he explained that “as the nation's 
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awareness of the problems of conservation, ecology and the development of natural resources 

has grown, the college has come to realize that Northern Wisconsin's natural environment of 

clean water, fresh resources and ideal recreational areas presents a unique opportunity for a new 

kind of educational emphasis and growth."174 Soon after the announcement, Dick Mackey and 

his colleagues in admissions went to work intensely promoting the program to prospective 

students not only within Wisconsin but in the Chicago metropolitan area and throughout the East 

Coast.175  

 

Networks of Power 

 

 In early 1971 Cramer left the college and a new president, Malcolm McLean, arrived to 

begin the process of gradually transforming Northland from a college with a new environmental 

program to one that defined itself as an “Environmental Liberal Arts College.” As the curriculum 

committee met to develop the new academic program, McLean worked on initiatives to establish 

Northland’s environmental bona fides and build connections with conservationists in the area and 

across the state. The broader point here is that both these initiatives and the environmental 

studies academic program relied not only or primarily on student enthusiasm but on the skills, 

resources, and social networks of various elites associated with Northland College: Corporate 

executives, wealthy philanthropists, elected officials, and people who were plugged into 

networks of political power both in Wisconsin and at the federal level.  
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 The first major initiative spearheaded by McLean was hosting a conference in August of 

1971 that featured Gaylord Nelson and Sigurd Olson as speakers. The chief organizer was Martin 

Hanson who, together with his brother Louis, had been key figures in the Wisconsin Democratic 

Party as well as conservation politics in the state since the early 1960s.176 The brothers were heirs 

to the fortune amassed by their father in the furniture business in Chicago, and they used their 

rural estate near the hamlet of Mellen, just 25 miles south of Northland, as a gathering place for 

political organizing, parties, and dialogue with fellow conservationists. Upon first meeting 

Nelson in 1961, while he was promoting the Outdoor Recreation Act Program, they invited him 

to their Mellen estate. The three men remained close throughout their lifetimes: Louis would 

become chair of the Wisconsin Democratic Party and later aide to Nelson, and Martin worked 

with Nelson to establish the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, including serving as tour guide 

for President Kennedy when he took a helicopter tour of the islands in 1963.177  

 The conference that Martin Hanson organized at Northland in 1971 drew four hundred 

people and, through its impact on one person in particular, Robert E. Matteson, would serve as 

the catalyst for another critical environmental initiative on campus. Matteson went to the 

conference to hear Sigurd Olson, of whom Matteson was an acquaintance and admirer. The two 

originally met at a social function in Washington, DC in the late 1950s when Matteson was 

working within the foreign policy bureaucracy of the Eisenhower administration, and the two 

discussed their mutual love of canoeing in the Northwoods. Matteson, who was born in 

Minnesota, had long admired Olson’s nature writing about the midwest, and had been a camp 
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counselor in Quetico-Superior area as a teenager.  In August of 1971, Matteson was vacationing 

at his family’s summer home on Namekagon Lake about thirty-five miles southwest of Ashland, 

and was excited to discover Olson would be speaking nearby.  

 At that time, Matteson was at a crossroad in his life, sensing that he was near the end of 

his long career in the federal government, and ruminating on how he might leverage his 

connections and achievements to move in a new direction. He had first gotten involved in 

governmental and political work in Minnesota in the late 1930s working for the Republican 

gubernatorial campaign of Harold Stassen, a friend of Matteson’s family. He soon left Minnesota 

to get a master’s degree in public administration at Harvard, after which he went to Washington 

to work for the State Department during World War II. Feeling restless and motivated by a kind 

of noblesse oblige to join the war effort, he enlisted as a private in the army. The military quickly 

reassigned him, however, to a counterintelligence unit stationed in France, an assignment that set 

the stage for him to become a minor war hero, helping to burnish his reputation in the Upper 

Midwest decades later. As Germany was surrendering in May of 1945 and preparations were 

being made for the war crime trials in Nuremberg, Matteson gained intelligence of the 

whereabouts of Ernst Kaltenbrunner, a fugitive Nazi leader who played a crucial role in 

implementing the brutal concentration camps. Matteson and his unit tracked Kaltenbrunner to a 

Nazi hideout deep in the Austrian Alps where they captured him in dramatic fashion amidst 

empty champagne bottles, a submachine gun and various revolvers, and a not-yet fully burned 

final communication to Hitler, indicating Kaltenbrunner was ordering the bombings of 

concentration campus so they wouldn’t be found by the Allies. After the war Matteson returned 

to DC, working in leadership positions over the next two decades for a variety of Cold War 

agencies, including the US Disarmament Agency and the CIA.  While serving as director of 
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President Nixon’s Office of International Training in 1970, Matteson began vocalizing his 

concerns about Nixon’s intensification of the Vietnam War, especially bombing in Cambodia. 

Matteson was deemed “not to the proper degree a supporter of the Nixon administration” and 

was demoted to a dead-end position elsewhere in the foreign affairs bureaucracy. Earth Day 

events had just taken place and, at age 55, he “began to think about a second career, life in the 

north, and going back to where I'd come from and getting into the environment business.”178 

 Olson’s speech at Northland in August of 1971 resonated deeply with Matteson in a way 

that not only spoke to him at this point in his career but also touched on his memories of canoe 

trips in the north woods. According to Matteson, Olson “described man’s development from 

primeval times and said that man longs for a return to a time when life was simpler and less 

pressure-ridden…. Man, he said, still listens to the wilderness from which he came—and which 

is still a part of his primeval past.” Matteson realized, “I couldn’t have agreed with him more.” 

Olson continued, pleading “with the conference attendees to re-dedicate themselves to the 

greatest challenge man has ever known—the preservation of our earth.” After the speech, 

Matteson corralled Olson and President McLean — whom Matteson also knew because McLean 

had worked as a Foreign Affairs officer in the State Department prior to arriving at Northland — 

and the three discussed the idea of creating some sort of environmental institute on campus.179  

 The following month, Matteson began working his extensive network of personal and 

professional connections to begin raising support and funds. He secured the crucial backing of 

the Johnson family as well as other wealthy families with summer homes in the area. He had 

cocktails and lunch with various corporate executives and philanthropists, including Elliot 

Donnelly whose family published Time and Life magazines (and who was the father of 
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Matteson’s son-in-law), and W.L. McKnight, the former Chairman of the Board of 3M, 

headquartered in Minneapolis.  He also met with prominent Washington, DC lawyer and member 

of the Northland board of trustees, Paul Warnke, whom Matteson knew through his time in the 

national capital. Warnke expressed enthusiasm and believed such as an institute could be "the 

salvation of Northland.” Matteson even approached John Chafee, the Secretary of the Navy and 

another old friend of Matteson’s, to see if the Navy might provide research money. Matteson 

thought such support might counteract the bad reputation the military had garnered among 

conservationists in northern Wisconsin because of Project Sanguine.  Navy research funds never 

came through but over the next year Matteson had helped raise nearly $50,000 and after a period 

of planning and negotiations among college faculty and administrators, the Institute was 

approved and began operations in the summer of 1972.180 Over the next several decades, the 

Sigurd Olson Environmental Institute would serve as a cornerstone for the evolution of 

Northland into a college with an explicit environmental identity.  

 

Enduring Tensions 

 

In 1986, when narrating the origins of Northland’s transformation into an environmental 

liberal arts college, President Malcolm McLean said that:  

 

A remote location, slim endowment, widening gap between public university and private 

college tuitions, and questions about the relevance of liberal learning were among the 

familiar concerns that led the college’s leadership to look for a special emphasis, a 

																																																								
180 Matteson, 1981. 



 92 

‘market niche.’ The institution’s response, evolving over several years, was to embrace 

environmental studies and to look on its natural surroundings in northern Wisconsin as a 

priceless asset and opportunity.”181  

 

When these primarily political economic dynamics are underemphasized in favor of 

highlighting the role of grassroots social movement energy and student activism in the creation 

and development of environmental programs, persistent pedagogical problems emerge. The 

tensions baked into environmental studies programs – between idealism and opportunism, the 

role of students as both consumers of an educational product and creative catalysts for change -- 

remain poorly examined, and can erupt into conflicts that breed mistrust on campus and lead 

students to feel overwhelmed, resentful, and apathetic, as we will see in the following chapter. 

When steeped in the idealistic narratives, students drawn to environmentalism can rely too 

heavily on simplistic or radical utopian philosophies, inhibiting their ability to understand the 

complexities of institutions, political economy, and social change, including within their own 

campus communities. Moreover, emphasis on the power of student activism can spur unfairly 

lofty expectations among students of what they themselves can accomplish, and obscure the need 

for careful, intentional, and collaborative mentorship by faculty and staff. These are challenges 

environmental educators must tackle, and must do so informed by history.  
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CODA: The College of the Atlantic 

 

 Before transitioning to the next chapter, it’s important to note that the dynamics that gave 

rise to environmental studies at Northland were not unique. A few other small rural liberal arts 

colleges found a new direction forged in the confluence of the budding environmental 

movement, outdoor recreation, regional economic development, and the search for reliable 

sources of revenue. Such was the case with the College of the Atlantic on Mount Desert Island in 

Maine, founded in 1969.  

 In the mid-1960s, community leaders and members of the Chamber of Commerce of 

Mount Desert Island found themselves looking for a way to diversify the local economy.182 The 

island was heavily dependent on the seasonal tourist industry, which lasted from only May to 

October. The rocky bluffs and alpine forests of the island had long attracted visitors, including 

early 19th century artists such as Thomas Cole, who had a profound influence in shaping 

American understandings and expectation of romantic wilderness.183 The island began receiving 

a steady stream of tourists after the Civil War and tourism soon became the island’s primary 

industry. Some of the tourists decided to spend their entire summers there, including some of 

America’s wealthiest tycoons who would head north from New York or Boston to experience 

wild nature. The Rockefellers, Morgans, Fords, Vanderbilts, Carnegies, and Astors all had 

summer homes there. Much of the islands were made into Acadia National Park in 1919.184 The 
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Rockefeller family became particularly invested in the area. Between 1913 and 1940, John D. 

Rockefeller Jr. bankrolled and designed an expansive system of carriage roads throughout the 

park, to provide scenic views to visitors. The Great Depression weakened tourism and a 

devastating fire in 1947 that destroyed five major hotels, 67 summer mansions, hundreds of year-

round homes, and major sections of the park weakened it further.185  

 Tourists would begin to return in subsequent years but by the 1960s community leaders 

had grown wary of the island’s dependence on this form of income. Booming student 

enrollments across the country convinced the Chamber of Commerce that a college would help 

stabilize the economy. Businessman Leslie Brewer and Catholic priest James Gower, who had 

both grown up on the island and now returned after leaving for college and serving as soldiers 

during World War II, became leaders of the organizing effort. They wanted to start a small liberal 

arts college but realized they would need to fill some sort of niche to draw students. Given their 

location on the coast of Maine, there was talk that oceanography could be a focus. According to 

Brewer, it was Father Gower who came up with the idea that took hold. As Brewer tells it in his 

oral history: "So, we said, we've just got to have a general philosophy. And Jim said, in one of 

the conversations, he said, 'Well, Time Magazine has a new section they just created under the 

name 'ecology.’" And so we all wondered, what does 'ecology' mean? So Jim gave us his 

interpretations of what ecology meant, and I guess we all accepted the simple definition of 'a 

study of our environment…. And it was simple as that. We said, 'That covers oceanography; it 

covers Acadia National Park; it covers everything we want to think about. Yes, let's go with that.' 

So we agreed, that would be our philosophy of education.”186 To lay the groundwork for hiring 
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faculty and securing funding, the organizing committee brought in administrators from Harvard 

with no environmental backgrounds but strong backgrounds in education and with deep social 

networks.187 These administrators began recruiting environmental faculty and board members 

such as Rene Dubos, the microbiologist who had recently gained some measure of national 

prominence for his writings on science, technology, and the environment.188   

 As both the College of the Atlantic and Northland developed their environmental 

programs, staff and faculty from each institution (along with those from other similar colleges) 

gradually got to know each other and share insights. For instance, Jim Miller, who was worked in 

the admissions office at Northland from the mid-1970s to the early 1990s, said he would often 

chat with admissions staff from the College of the Atlantic at national conferences about 

enrollment trends.189 By the early 2000s, the colleges decided to make these informal 

relationships more formal. In 2003, together with Alaska Pacific University, Green Mountain 

College, and Prescott College, they created the “EcoLeague,” a consortium of small 

environmental colleges.190 The purpose of the group was to create opportunities for students and 

faculty to study and research in different bioregions of the country and build supportive 

relationships between the institutions.191 

																																																								
187 For instance, the college hired Edward G. Kaebler to be its first president, who was the Associate Dean of the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education and who had a background in business. “President Elect Optimistic About 
Future of College,” Ellsworth, ME: Ellsworth American, January 1970, from the College of Atlantic Archives, Bar 
Harbor, ME. Samuel Eliot was hired in 1971 to lead new student recruitment, curriculum development and 
fundraising and was appointed as Vice President soon after. Eliot was the great-grandson of Harvard President 
Charles Eliot (who helped establish Acadia as a National Park), and himself a graduate of and fellow at Harvard. 
“Samuel Eliot Joins College Staff,” newspaper clipping, dated “early 1971,” College of the Atlantic Archives, Bar 
Harbor ME.  
188 “Dr. Rene Dubos named to College of the Atlantic board,” Bar Harbor Times, September 10, 1970.  
189 Miller, 2016. 
190 In 2014 Dickinson College joined the consortium; in January of 2019 Green Mountain College announced it was 
closing operations at the end of the year, and thus would no longer be part of the Ecoleague. 
191 Ecoleague. http://ecoleague.org/. Accessed April 5th, 2019. 
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 The story at the College of the Atlantic as at Northland is thus more complicated that the 

portrayal offered by Adam Rome, who argued that among colleges adopting environmental 

programs, “the tiny College of the Atlantic was the most radical.”192 It’s undeniable that since its 

founding, the college has spent decades developing its human ecology curriculum into a 

sophisticated, flexible approach to understanding human-environment interactions, has been an 

important driver of environmental problem solving in Maine, and has inspired generations of 

students and activists.193 But the initial impulses behind their “radical” curriculum had as much 

to do with the search for innovative marketing strategies as it did with a political agenda or 

concern about environmental problems. Ignoring the interplay of these forces can cause thorny 

problems for students and educators in pursuing sophisticated forms of environmental moral 

education. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
Building Bridges on Land and Water and Between 
Hearts and Souls: Northland College in the 21st 
Century  
 

 

 In July of 2016 student gardeners at Northland College posted a video on their Facebook 

page of the Neil Young song, “After the Garden Is Gone.” Accompanied by scratchy electric 

guitar chords and a sparse, hollow drum beat, Young croons in his morose, indignant, but 

hopeful voice: “Where will people go, after the garden is gone? What will people know, after the 

garden is gone? We live in the garden of Eden, yeah. Don't know why we wanna tear the whole 

thing down. And we've got to get ourselves back to the garden….” For the student gardeners, the 

song served as both a subtle lament and a protest against what they had experienced as an 

exasperating conflict over the campus gardens that had begun the year prior. At the heart of the 

conflict were competing contemporary visions for the purpose and appearance of the gardens. 

The students believed the gardens should be used as a site for experimental sustainable 

agricultural techniques and that the aesthetics of the garden were insignificant relative to the 

production of food. Their vision contrasted with that of a group of campus staff, alumni, and 

donors who believed that the appearance of the campus grounds, including any gardens, needed 

to be meticulously maintained to project a positive image to any visitors, especially prospective 

students and donors. The strife, however, also demonstrated that the dynamics present at the 

creation of environmental programs at Northland in the late 1960s were still very much present 

in the 2010s: the tensions between idealism and opportunism; the vagaries of enrollment, tuition, 
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and college financing; and the paradoxical role of students as both agitators and consumers. The 

student gardeners saw their work as part of the cutting-edge of environmentalism and the 

embodiment of the highest ideals of Northland’s mission, but they found themselves stymied and 

bewildered by the political economy of the campus.  

 Educators at Northland have stated that the campus and its surroundings should serve as a 

“living laboratory” to prepare students to “lead us towards a more sustainable, just, and 

prosperous future.”194 During my research, it became clear that the college was providing a rich 

and rigorous academic curriculum to achieve this goal. Northland was also offering students 

numerous opportunities to learn outside the traditional classroom, through such experiences as 

internships in nearby parks and research projects in local forests and waterways. I noticed, 

however, that what students also needed to meet the mission of the college – but weren’t always 

getting -- was a supple pedagogy that actively integrated what they learned in the classroom with 

what they learned outside. Moreover, for students intimately engaged in modifying the campus 

grounds, such as the gardeners, they needed as rich, full, and systematic an education as possible 

about how the campus works and the inevitable tensions that arise in such a complex place. 

Lastly, given the explicitly moral aspects of the college’s mission, students needed opportunities 

to reflect on their place in the world and to question, imagine, and enact their moral and spiritual 

values. An examination of the garden program in relation to other programs on campus reveals 

																																																								
194  This language is a combination of Northland’s mission and other statements made in various documents and 
publications. For the mission see: “Mission, Vision, and Promise,” Northland College, 
https://www.northland.edu/about/, Accessed February 8, 2019. The following is an example of the “living 
laboratory” language from the front page of the campus website: “Adjacent to the Apostle Islands and nearly a 
million acres of national forest, Northland has an unparalleled living laboratory and natural playground just beyond 
our doors.” As discussed in the first chapter and indicated here, this language is often paired with promotion of 
outdoor recreation as part of the experiential education opportunities. Northland College. 
https://www.northland.edu/ Accessed January 16, 2019. 
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the challenges environmental educators face in meeting these needs and the depth of efforts and 

resources required to be successful.  

Cultivating Tensions: The Garden Controversy at Northland College 

 

 The primary source of discord regarding the gardens was the Mino Aki Memorial 

Garden, one of three on campus. (Mino aki is an Ojibwe phrase that roughly translates as “good 

earth.”)195 As the campus website describes (and faculty, staff, and students at the college tell the 

story), the garden “was created by a group of student advocates under the cloak of night with a 

rototiller” in 1994.196 The students had resorted to this act of guerilla gardening because their 

eagerness to use the campus grounds to grow food was far outpacing the approval process within 

the administration. Soon after the midnight tilling, however, the plot was officially accepted and 

encouraged by the campus administration. 

 By 2015, the gardens were organized within a larger suite of sustainability programs led 

and managed by students. The programs included a bike shop where students could repair and 

retrofit bikes for travel around campus and town; a “Reuse Room” that served as a free thrift 

store full of donated clothes and dorm room accoutrements; and a composting program that made 

cafeteria food scraps into usable soil amendments. For anyone who has spent significant time on 

college campuses — especially those campuses with an environmental emphasis — it would 

come as no surprise that these student-run initiatives had a scrappy, creative, freewheeling vibe 

to them. The bike room was an impressive operation decked out with a full set of tools, but also 

featured half-assembled bikes and random parts scattered about and worn posters taped to the 

																																																								
195 University of Minnesota’ Ojibwe People’s Dictionary. https://ojibwe.lib.umn.edu/. Accessed January 8th, 2019. 
196 “Mino Aki Gardens: Growing Community and Education. Northland College. 
https://www.northland.edu/sustainability/hrfc/mino-aki-gardens/#garden-history. Accessed January 8th, 2019. 
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walls, including one emblazoned with a diatribe against trash. In the “Reuse Room” were an 

astounding array of intriguing used items that sat on rows of shelves and clothes hangers. In the 

aisles, however, were heaps of black garbage bags full of stuff that had yet to be processed. The 

jewel of the composting program was the composter itself, an enormous teal-colored plastic tub 

capable of processing 28,000 pounds of food waste into six thousand pounds of garden compost 

each year. Surrounding the impressive tub, however, were imposing large wire fence boxes filled 

with leaves, a plethora of trash cans with splattered interiors half-full of food waste, various 

other associated equipment strewn about, and the unmistakable stench of rotting food.  

 What made each of these programs different than the Mino Aki Memorial Garden was 

that they were relatively inconspicuous. The small structure that contained the bike shop showed 

no external signs of the somewhat organized chaos that was inside; the Reuse Room was tucked 

away in the basement of a dormitory; and the composter was housed in a large garage towards 

the edge of campus. In contrast, the Mino Aki Memorial Garden was out-of-doors, in the center 

of campus, just inside the main entrance. Moreover, it was in the middle of the traditional finely 

manicured grassy quadrangle, juxtaposed by stately red-colored brownstone buildings from the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries designed in the dignified style of Richardson Romanesque.197 

 Its conspicuous location meant that the typical scruffy-around-the-edges vibe of student-

run projects was on full display for whoever came to campus. The aesthetic of the garden, 

however, wasn’t simply a result of the common student eclecticism but also the unorthodox 

method of growing food that was being used by the student managers: Permaculture. 

Permaculture is the philosophy and practice of creating “consciously designed landscapes which 

																																																								
197 Since the 17th century American college and universities have used to quadrangle design to, in part, connect their 
institutions with the legacy and prestige they associate with Oxford and Cambridge. Paul Venable Turner, Campus: 
An American Planning Tradition, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1984). 
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mimic the patterns and relationships found in nature, while yielding an abundance of food, fibre 

and energy for provision of local needs.”198 The word is a portmanteau of “permanent” and 

“agriculture” that was coined in the 1970s by Australian environmental psychologist, Bill 

Mollison and his student, David Holmgren.199 For the Northland gardeners, using these 

techniques meant intentionally cultivating and leaving decaying plant matter throughout the 

garden to fertilize a patchwork of various annual and biennial plants that were left to regenerate 

each year. As one student, Ryan Padratt, explained, “You’re putting something into place and it’s 

not necessarily being grown as a food plant. It may have uses as mulch, as a stalk for something 

to climb on…. Also, just the basic concepts of trying not to bring in a lot of outside stuff, create a 

self-contained system where the garden is functioning to provide mulch, compost, all those 

things for itself.”200 

 One of the consequences of this method was that its aesthetic appearance was not 

pleasing to certain important members of the campus community. For these observers, the plot 

didn’t resemble the classic rationalized garden with appropriately neat rows of plants surrounded 

by carefully weeded bare soil but rather an unkempt, overgrown trash heap sprinkled with 

random vegetables. The key critic was a highly influential Board of Trustee member and large 

donor, Craig Ponzio. Beyond being an affront to his aesthetic taste he also believed it to be a 

detriment to the college. He, along with some members of the campus admissions staff, believed 

that prospective students and their parents would find the garden an unabashed eyesore, an 

indication that the college was poorly run, and a reason not to come to Northland. According to 

																																																								
198 “About Permaculture.” Holmgren Design. https://holmgren.com.au/about-permaculture/. Accessed January 9th, 
2019. 
199 Alexandra Crosby, Jacquie Lorber-Kasunic, and Ilaria Vanni Accarigi. “Value the Edge: Permaculture as 
Counterculture in Australia.” M/C Journal 17, no. 6 (2014). http://www.journal.media-
culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/91. 
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Padratt — the student gardener — Ponzio’s initial suggestion was to “just sod over the 

garden.”201 By the middle of the 2015-2016 academic year, Ponzio proposed a less draconian 

plan but still one that called for major changes. He would donate money to hire a landscape 

architect to redesign the garden. Part of the plan would be to alter the garden from what he 

believed was its odd triangular shape into a perfect square, build a four-foot metal fence around 

the perimeter, and establish an orderly set of food-producing plants that would be cultivated and 

managed by the professional grounds crew of the college.  

 The gardeners and their allies among the student environmental leadership were incensed. 

Part of their frustration was simply that with the redesign the garden would lose thirty square-

feet of growing space. But the frustration was also rooted in the frequent feeling of being 

dismissed by the campus community as doing something unimportant. Padratt explained that 

“it’s hard to explain the situation in a way that would convey the amount of frustration [we feel]. 

Historically it’s always been true that the garden program has been seen as -- it’s just been 

pushed to the side and ignored mostly. So that’s been the problem. We haven’t had funding that 

we desired. We have even fought to get money for seeds, wheelbarrows, sheds.” Furthermore, 

they were now being critiqued for trying their best with limited resources. “All of the sudden, 

rapidly it shifted from us just being ignored to us just getting a lot of negative heat…. The 

program was initially heavily neglected and then was punished because of that neglect. It never 

really got any sort of resources put into it and then someone came along and said, ‘that doesn’t 

look very good. This program kind of sucks.’ Instead of being, ‘let’s make it better’ they’re like, 

‘let’s get rid of it or let’s downsize it.’”202 
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 A source of frustration more troubling to the students, however, was that they felt the 

college was contradicting its own mission as an environmental college. Jay Rotheau, another 

member of the garden crew said: “All the things about recruiting new students is crap. There are 

students here now because they were drawn here because of environmental . . . sustainability. I 

[came here because I] saw Northland was talking the talk and walking the walk.”203 The 

gardeners believed that by using permaculture techniques they were experimenting at the 

forefront of agricultural sustainability and helping to further Northland’s environmental mission 

in innovative ways. By undercutting their efforts, the college was being hypocritical.  

 By the spring of 2016, it was becoming clear that students were losing the battle and 

Ponzio’s vision for the garden would be implemented. Some were now starting to feel not only 

frustrated but resentful and dejected, or as one gardener, Robbie Adelman, put it “growing ever 

more apathetic.”204 In May the student newspaper Drifts published an entire satiric issue under 

the title Slush. The front page featured an article with a series of stinging jabs at the college’s 

overall approach to managing the campus titled “Systematic Uglification of Northland College 

Campus.” The satire was at times awkward and muddled but nevertheless it was a clear response 

to the conflict over the gardens. According to the piece, those in admissions “regularly give 

students and their families a full tour of every campus computer lab in an attempt to bore the 

students out of choosing Northland. However, Northland’s charm seems to keep pulling in new 

students, regardless of admission’s efforts.” Basically, the point was that the passion among 

students for environmental causes and the efforts made on campus to make it sustainable were 

what attracted new students to campus, and this “charm” was being undermined by admissions 
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and trustees like Ponzio. In the satirical universe, admissions had begun a campaign of 

“Systematic Uglification” and its first initiative was planting nonnative vegetation (which was 

anathema to environmentalists). The aim was to “dissuade future Forestry and Ecological 

Restoration students” under the rubric of “‘the more invasive the better.’” “‘This summer is 

going to be the best summer ever,’ said student worker Alli Aria, a Sustainable Agriculture major 

at Northland.’” (This major did not yet exist at the college, one of the frustrations among student 

gardeners and activists). “‘They are paying me to walk through fields of garlic mustard all day 

and then walk around campus…super easy!” Included was a barely veiled reference to Ponzio: 

“‘The board of trustees fully supports this new initiative,’ explained one anonymous donor, 

‘Northland College has become too beautiful for its own good and this project will keep juniors 

from moving off campus and ensure locked tuition in the upcoming years.’” The piece ended by 

merging a classic symbol of anti-environmentalism with one of the real mottos of the college 

displayed around campus. The “anonymous trustee” concludes: “I have already ordered my 

‘Think Differently, Live Differently’ bumper sticker for my bulldozer.”205 

 

Radical Expectations  

 

 It might be easy to dismiss the frustration students felt as mere youthful naiveté or 

restlessness but this conflict and the students’ experience of it contains more layers. Yes, part of 

the dynamic here is that these young, idealistic students were confronting the challenges of living 

and working in an imperfect, complicated, and slow-changing world. They themselves 

understood that to some degree. For instance, in discussing their relationship with faculty, who 
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were maybe a bit aloof but still supportive of their efforts, Adelman – one of the gardeners -- 

recognized that they “have a much more long-term view of all this stuff than we do just because 

we’ll be gone in a few years and they’ll still be here. So, I think they are much more patient.”206  

 That said, the students’ sense of urgency wasn’t simply a factor of youthful impatience 

but was their way of trying to live ethically, their attempt to implement the lessons of moral 

education they’d received at Northland and elsewhere. More specifically, their sense of urgency 

was rooted in the dire warnings about climate change and the intense critiques of modern society 

offered by some of the more radical forms of environmentalism to which they’d been introduced, 

including permaculture. For Adelman, growing food was “definitely a moral thing.” His courses 

at Northland on food systems “didn’t teach me so much how to garden but why I should. Just the 

fact that there is a moral necessity to it with climate change. For me it is very much a moral 

thing. I need to do this.” His coursework on climate change consisted of “a whole lot of various 

doom and gloom apocalypse stuff.” He added, only slightly tongue-in-cheek, that the message 

was “If we don’t do this we’re all going to die.”207 Adelman’s sense of intense urgency was 

common among other students on campus, especially those who considered themselves 

environmental activists. This sense was paired with a belief among the students they were both 

responsible and capable of bringing about the radical changes necessary to avert catastrophe, a 

belief encouraged by idealistic narratives of the power of student activism.  

 These beliefs, for instance, were motivating a group of students working to force the 

college to divest its endowment from fossil fuels. They were shocked that Northland, given its 

environmental mission, hadn’t already done this, that it wasn’t at the forefront of this movement. 

As a guide for campus organizing created by the nonprofit Fossil Free USA framed the issue: 
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“Fossil fuel companies are the wealthiest and most powerful corporations on the planet — and 

their core business model threatens all of us. For decades, they’ve corrupted our governments, 

ravaged our planet, and treated the atmosphere like an open sewer. We need to take back the 

power the fossil fuel industry has over society.”208 The students were keenly aware that other 

peer colleges with environmental missions had already divested, including Green Mountain 

College in Vermont, the College of Atlantic in Maine, and Prescott College in Arizona, all 

members of the EcoLeague.  

 The students had discussed divestment with the President of the college but by spring of 

2016 — during the heat of the garden controversy — they were irked by lack of action from the 

administration. They decided to get creative and engage in some guerrilla theater to express their 

frustration and rally additional support among the study body. Their stage would be the typically 

packed lunch hour in the college’s cafeteria. On a weekday in March, eight activists dressed in 

the black formal attire of mourners paced slowly into the dining hall, all with somber faces. Two 

were carrying a casket constructed from cardboard. The din of the room dissipated to a few 

chairs squeaking across the floor as students turned to watch the scene unfolding.  

 The mourners lined up in front of the cafeteria, with their appointed leader taking his 

place behind a lectern that had been surreptitiously placed there earlier. “Friends, family, thank 

you for joining us today on this day of sadness and mourning. We are gathered today to 

remember something we all truly loved. And it was too young to pass.” Some of the others began 

to audibly sob, even putting their face in their hands. The mock preacher consoled them and 

continued: “Today we are gathered to mourn the death of the Northland College Mission 

Statement and Vision Statement. They were too young in their passing, just a little over 120 
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years old. They’d grown so much since the 70s when they bloomed and really figured out who 

they were,” a clear reference to the explicit shift towards environmental education. There was 

more crying and sniffling. The eulogy continued towards it central message: “Without the proper 

support they needed our poor Mission Statement last week choked on some Saran wrap from an 

apple.” (This was a dig at what the student felt was unnecessary use of plastic packaging 

materials by the campus food service).  “And the Vision Statement, just two days later drowned 

in the profits we made from,” he paused for dramatic effect, himself choking back tears, “the 

profits we made from fossil fuel companies. But let’s turn this sadness into a celebration because 

we can change to commemorate the late Northland College Mission and Vision Statement…. So, 

let’s work together to keep progressing into the future. And let’s work to divest.” Many of the 

students in the cafeteria clapped in support as the show ended.  

 The theatrics were clever and creative and indicated how passionate students were about 

finding ways to combat climate change. Again, for the student gardeners, they found their path in 

permaculture techniques and inspiration from key figures in that movement such as David 

Holmgren. Holmgren has said that “The tapping of fossil fuels during the industrial era” is the 

“primary cause of the spectacular explosion in human numbers, technology and every other 

novel feature of modern society.”209 Moreover, he has said that the over-dependence on fossil 

fuels and their effects on the climate have sent us barreling towards catastrophe: “The 

environmental crisis is real and of a magnitude that will certainly transform modern global 

industrial society beyond recognition. In the process, the wellbeing and even survival of the 
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world’s expanding population is directly threatened.’’210 For Western industrialized societies like 

Australia or the United States “our own comfort is based on the rape of planetary wealth, 

depriving other people (and future generations) of their own local resources.”211 He argues that a 

resolution to  “the massive structural inequities between rich and poor nations, urban and rural 

communities and human resources and natural resources” demands new economic and 

agricultural systems. In the end, “the process of providing for people’s needs within ecological 

limits requires a cultural revolution.”212 According to advocates like Holmgren, permaculture 

seeks to bring about this cultural revolution based on the following ethical maxims: “care for the 

earth” “care for people,” and “fair share (set limits to consumption and reproduction, and 

redistribute surplus).” They predict that “the depletion of fossil fuels within a few generations 

will see a gradual return of system design principles observable in nature and pre-industrial 

societies.”213 

  This philosophy operates in a similar intellectual and moral orbit as other radical 

environmental philosophies such as deep ecology and biocentrism, approaches that have some 

serious shortcomings, which are also evident among their adherents at Northland. As 

environmental historian Keith Woodhouse has explained, these groups ascribe “an equivalent 

value to human beings and nonhuman nature” and reject “the premise that people should occupy 

a privileged place in any moral reckoning.”214 They all share profound skepticism of human 

liberty, tend to have a dark view of modern society, and are motivated by a sense of 

overwhelming crisis.  While permaculture advocates such as Holmgren discuss “structural 
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213 Holmgren, “Essence of Permaculture.” 
214 Keith Makoto Woodhouse, The Ecocentrists: A History of Radical Environmentalism, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2018): 2. 



 109 

inequities” and call for new economic systems, in practice permaculturists have mostly pursued 

the construction of utopian “eco-villages” removed from the normal structures of society. It 

makes them easy to caricature like others who espouse radical philosophies but are doing so 

from a position of relative socio-economic comfort, and who end up mostly transforming their 

own lifestyle versus the society around them. The scholar of environmental literature, Rob 

Nixon, summarizes the typical activist in this mold as “a whiter-than-white, hippy-dippy-tree-

hugging-dopehead deep ecologist from an overprivileged background.”215  By focusing on 

building eco-village enclaves, permaculturists open themselves up to the same deeper critiques 

of these other radical environmentalists that they tend to rely on romanticized versions of pre-

modern and indigenous communities and that they don’t pay sufficient attention to social justice, 

cultural difference, and economic realities. At Northland, both the caricature and the critiques 

have some relevance. Northland has historically been a very white campus and many of the 

students I spoke with said the stereotype of Northland as a campus for hippies, stoners, and 

environmentalists is not wholly inaccurate.  

 The utopian vision of permaculture made the gardeners and their fellow student activists 

somewhat myopic in their approach to the economics of the garden and college more broadly. 

Padratt had gotten so frustrated with Ponzio, the board of trustee member, and the college’s 

relationship with him as a donor that he felt “it makes us want to go back to: you can just ignore 

us again…. It was better when we were just ignored.”216 In other words, leave us alone to 

construct our permaculture gardens the way we want but leaving unmet the challenge of 

procuring the resources to do so. 
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 One key goal of telling this story of the gardens in detail is to demonstrate the challenges 

facing colleges which are trying to engage students in nuanced forms of environmental and 

moral education. The other is to connect contemporary challenges to the history of 

environmental programs discussed earlier. My aim is not to criticize the student gardeners; I 

found them to be creative, earnest, and thoughtful despite some of their blind spots. My goal is 

also not to dismiss radical environmental philosophies. As Woodhouse explains, these 

approaches and their adherents “highlight one of the environmental movement’s most enduring 

critiques: a questioning of material progress for its own sake and a mistrust of the presumed 

wisdom behind it,” a critique that remains salient.217   

 For institutions like Northland, encouraging students to question the engines of material 

progress while still relying on those engines to stay solvent presents something of a Gordian 

knot. The mission is to integrate “liberal arts studies with an environmental emphasis, enabling 

those it serves to address the challenges of the future.” Their vision is that the college will be 

“the nation’s preeminent liberal arts college focused on the environment, preparing students and 

other stakeholders to lead us toward a more sustainable, just, and prosperous future.”218 Through 

their coursework and campus environmental activism, these students had been steeped in the 

calamitous predictions of climate change and exposed to ethical imperatives to transform 

virtually every aspect of modern life in radical ways. But did they also have the tools to navigate 

the complexity how to bring about that transformation, to enact the vision of the college? The 

students’ response to their education was to begin to transform what was in front of them, the 

campus, via official campus sustainability programs with the inspiration of radical strategies like 
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permaculture. What’s questionable is whether these students had been given a sophisticated 

enough education about the campus itself as a complex social, cultural, political, environmental 

and economic institution to have the knowledge and tools to begin to transform it in careful and 

effective ways.  

 Part of that education would include a better understanding of the history of the college, 

especially its environmental programs, to temper the high expectations students feel to bring 

about change. One aspect of Northland’s history that has been forgotten are earlier forms of 

student farms and gardens. The college’s website says that the Mino Aki Garden, created in 

1994, is “Northland’s first campus garden,” which is not true.219 There’s evidence of campus 

gardens extending back to 1909, with students doing the labor to produce vegetables and manage 

a herd of dairy cows.220 In his history of the college, Northland faculty member Nathaniel Dexter 

says that in the 1930s students were in charge of managing production, the proceeds of which 

helped to fund their education: "Students contracted to supply…fruits and vegetables -- potatoes, 

carrots, beets, onions. celery, and the like, to be stored in the big root cellar ready for College 

use. The purchase price of the vegetables was applied directly to student expenses. Similarly, 

eggs, poultry, and meat were produced.”221  

 The student gardeners of 2016 were unaware of this history, and it’s likely most of the 

rest of the campus community was as well. This historical forgetting is a loss for both the student 

gardeners and environmental educators of today, and unfortunately, a phenomenon widespread 

on college campuses. As food scholar Laura Sayre writes, many campus communities are 

unaware that “student farming has deep roots in North America.” Moreover, “an understanding 
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of that history may be essential to ensuring that the current wave of enthusiasm for student farms 

doesn’t turn out to be just a fad.” She and other authors of the edited volume, Fields of Learning, 

analyze this history, making a compelling case that 21st century campuses “can learn a great deal 

from student farms established fifteen, thirty, even a hundred years ago—both in terms of the 

everyday details of farm management and in terms of the larger institutional dilemmas of how to 

administer and integrate the lessons of student farming within the diverse [educational] 

objectives.” They note that “it is surprising how many of the seemingly novel challenges and 

questions posed by campus-based farms today were raised as well by observers of the movement 

in its earliest decades.”222 

 In addition to exploring this history, students would benefit from a more honest 

assessment of the history of its environmental programs. As discussed in the first chapter, the 

typical narratives of the origins of environmental studies programs tend to overemphasize the 

role of student activism and the more radical social movement energy of environmentalism while 

downplaying the role of faculty, administrators, and the political economy of higher education. 

At Northland, the origins and development of its environmental mission are frequently 

associated with the first Earth Day of 1970 and its grassroots momentum. For instance, in the 

2016 spring newsletter for the Sigurd Olson Environmental Institute the director of the institute 

wrote an essay entitled “Earth Day and the Power of Possibilities and Purpose.” He told the story 

of Gaylord Nelson being inspired in the summer of 1969 to create a national teach-in after 

witnessing the effects of the “disastrous” Santa Barbara oil spill. On a shoestring budget, 

“minuscule untested staff, and only seven months to prepare” Nelson and his team managed to 
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catalyze in Nelson’s words “‘the biggest town meeting in the nation’s history.’” Nelson is further 

quoted saying “Earth Day worked because of the spontaneous response at the grassroots level. It 

organized itself.’” The director then pivots to say that “we’ve repeatedly seen the same kind of 

forces at work here at the Institute.”223  

 This story of spontaneous grassroots energy has a few problems. First, Nelson’s own 

recounting of Earth Day is romanticized. As Adam Rome has said, the claim that Earth Day 

organized itself represents “false modesty. Nelson worked tirelessly to promote the teach-in.”224 

In terms of Northland’s history, the story of grassroots activism sparked by Earth Day is also 

lacking. The newsletter prompted Dick Mackey, the head of admissions at Northland in 1969, to 

write a letter in response. He wrote that when he is asked if “Northland's approach to developing 

programs related to natural resources and the environment was in response to the first Earth 

Day…the answer is always a clear no.” He explains that in February of 1969 the college was 

moving in that direction and Sigurd Olson was recruited to assist as of March 1969, “long before 

the first Earth day [sic].” Olson, Mackey, and the admissions staff were already discussing their 

“hopes and plans to use Northland's unique location and the surrounding natural resources to 

benefit the College's offerings and students in an enhanced manner” and, importantly, “there was 

also trustee involvement.”225 It’s likely that part of Mackey’s motivation for writing the letter 

was to remind people of the role he played, to burnish his own legacy, albeit rather quietly (the 

letter was not published or intended by Mackey to be published). The more important point that 

he was making, however, was that he, his admissions staff, the college administration, and Olson 
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were already strategizing about how to not only engage in the environmental issues of the day 

but leverage interest among young people to benefit the college. In other words, as I explained 

earlier, a major goal was to market “the unique location and surrounding natural resources” to 

entice students and their tuition dollars to enroll, thereby supporting the college financially.226 

 My argument here is that not that these motivations cheapen or contradict other earnest 

environmental values of the college. For instance, these values have expressed themselves 

among the college community as support for protection of the surrounding wilderness and 

wildlife habitat, the questioning of local mining or other extractive projects, and experimentation 

with radical techniques like permaculture. Rather, my argument is that these values and 

expressions have always existed in a close, complicated, and sometimes tense relationship to the 

college’s financial strategies and challenges, and these relationships reflect some of the broader 

challenges of American environmentalism. Moreover, for students active in environmental 

projects on campus, encountering these complexities is inevitable. The question then is how 

carefully, intentionally, and systematically students are invited to unpack the tensions therein as 

part of their environmental education. Providing this guidance is crucial, because understanding 

the complexity of these tensions and how to navigate them to accomplish something is a 

prominent challenge any student will face if they choose to engage in environmental work after 

graduation.  
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More Intentional, "Superior" Connections 

 

 One program at Northland that has been successful at examining these kinds of tensions 

and providing a more careful environmental education is the Superior Connections program. 

Exploring how and why this program works helps to illuminate what was missing in the gardens 

program.  Because Superior Connections was created in response to what many at the college 

believed were major faults of the curriculum, it’s important to examine the broad outlines of how 

environmental education developed at Northland.  

 After its inception in the early 1970s, the environmental curriculum of Northland 

gradually evolved and expanded, but for the first decade, it was unremarkable. It adhered to the 

model of a typical college major and was aimed at a small subset of students who, as described 

in a self-study for ongoing accreditation, sought “intensive study in a particular field.”227 Half the 

courses required for the major were general education courses that all students had to take. The 

other half were scattered across the natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities, loosely 

grouped into two “emphases”: “biophysical,” and “socio-political,” but with no structured 

attempt to synthesize what was being learned.228  

 By the 1980s, the college had shifted its rhetoric as part of a process to establish a deeper 

environmental identity and made a few curricular changes. In a self-study conducted in 1981, the 

history of the college included a new section that said “Perhaps the College's most distinctive 

feature is its setting in an area rich in natural, scenic, and historical resources. The area's varied 

history as a center for fur trading, lumbering, fishing, and iron mining has left an indelible mark 
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on its landscape. Located within a few miles of the College today are the Apostle Islands 

National Lakeshore, an extensive national forest including designated natural and wildlife areas, 

and several Indian reservations.” The section ended with a message -- also used in other 

publications -- designed to attract potential students: “The relatively unspoiled environment of 

lake and forest provides an arena for recreational activity and a laboratory for outdoor scientific 

investigation.” Inklings of a new curricular philosophy were also found in the self-study: “The 

ultimate goal is to recognize that the human world and the natural world are not separate realms, 

but rather two perspectives on the same phenomenon…. Art and technology are not merely the 

expression of human value and knowledge; they are also the human modification, and potential 

enrichment, of the natural. Conversely, the natural environment is not only the object of 

scientific inquiry but also the inspiration behind many human values.”229 Some new courses, 

such as “History 340 (environmental history),” and “Philosophy 226 (environmental ethics),” 

were created but the most significant change was the creation of a new major in “Outdoor 

Education” that was “designed to give students a broad range of experiences that will 

significantly develop their abilities in teaching and leadership, safety, outdoor adventure skills, 

group process and the interpretation of natural systems.” Students enrolled in the program 

supplemented their more traditional classroom learning with field trips and the opportunity to 

engage in “field studies” for extended periods at a local conservation organization’s learning 

center. Environmental studies, however, was still sequestered within a typical major structure 

with no formalized attempts to integrate learning across coursework.230  

 In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Northland began to build a more expansive 
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environmental curriculum supported by a range of extra-curricular opportunities. In addition to 

the environmental studies and outdoor education majors, the college offered other majors which 

were “oriented in an environmental or ecological direction,” including environmental policy 

studies, earth science, and its chemistry and biology programs. They also offered minors in 

environmental education and Native American Studies, the latter of which was described as an 

exploration of “the integration of Native American philosophies and worldviews with 

contemporary environmental concerns and emphases.” The college was also making a concerted 

effort to engage students outside of these majors: “Most students who major in an area other than 

environmental studies still take courses which specifically address environmental issues or into 

which environmental ideas are introduced” and faculty said they would “try to use environmental 

illustrations whenever possible, even if their course is not ostensibly an environmental course.” 

Staff from the Sigurd Olson Institute – founded by Robert Matteson in the early 1970s – had 

become more involved the curriculum as well, serving as instructors for a variety of courses, 

mentoring interns, and facilitating other internships at Apostle Island National Lakeshore. The 

college had also purchased additional properties that were being used as field stations, including 

one with a “pond and an astronomical observatory” that were “utilized primarily to augment 

course work in biology and outdoor education.”231 

 This system of pedagogical design, referred to by the college as an “environmental liberal 

arts education,” remained relatively consistent until 2003 when many members of both the 

faculty and administration believed major changes were needed. The college initiated a curricular 

review process that would eventually lead to the creation of a “connections” program, with 

Superior Connections being an especially important and striking element. One of the key figures 
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responsible for this review process was Alan Brew, a professor of English. Brew conducted a 

series of interviews with faculty members and discovered that there was a substantial subset who 

wanted to try something “innovative” to “help students appreciate the strengths and 

shortcomings of different disciplinary approaches.”232 This subset was motivated by a 

widespread feeling on campus that while “the entire culture of the College is oriented toward a 

sustained and sensitive exploration of the complex interdependence of human and ecological 

systems” what was missing was “a curricular structure that supports integration across the 

disciplines.” Even at Northland “the pursuit of a college degree” was often an exercise in 

“fragmentation because often it requires geographical moves that further separate students from 

the natural and human communities that sustain them and because many students experience 

college curricula as a series of discrete, disciplinary-bound courses.” To address these 

shortcomings and motivated by the belief that the “potential for meaningful connections is 

inherent, but often unrealized, in college curricula” Brew led an effort to design and implement a 

new way of doing environmental education. The consensus among the faculty was that programs 

within this new system would need a unifying topic at their center to highlight the differences 

between disciplinary approaches, and how they ask questions and construct understandings of 

the world through certain lenses. What would those unifying topics be? The answer for the 

flagship program was Lake Superior.233  

 Unsurprisingly, this answer was motivated by a mix of idealism and opportunism just as 

it was in the creation of environmental studies at Northland in the 1970s. As Brew described, the 

feeling among the faculty was: “Given that we’re Northland why don’t we put Lake Superior at 

the center?” Simultaneous to these discussions among the faculty there were also conversations 
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“at the Board [of Trustees] level and other places on campus about how we leverage the lake as 

part of our identity. We’re this remote, small school, what do we have that other people don’t 

have? One of the things we have is the lake.”234 To fund the creation of this new program, the 

college applied for a grant from the Henry Luce Foundation. The college had applied several 

times before but been rejected. This time was different. The foundation “had an environmental 

program at that point, led by a sort of maverick within the Luce family, and…there were some 

relationships with the President [of Northland] at the time.” 235 The college was awarded 

$120,000 in 2006 and planning began in earnest to implement the program for incoming students 

in the summer of 2007. 

 In the end, about one quarter of the faculty were involved in designing this new program, 

indicating significant support among academic departments. The college had also just hired a 

new Vice President of Academic Affairs who was an enthusiastic advocate for this curricular 

redesign, and together with the college President provided strong administrative support. 

 The program would engage cohorts of twenty or so first-year students, who self-selected 

in, and would serve as a model for other connections programs that would engage the rest of the 

student body. Superior Connections evolved over time but the essential elements were as 

follows: An initial orientation trip on portions of the lake, a year of coursework (previously two 

years), and a month-long capstone experiential education trip and workshop. For the orientation, 
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cohorts began their college experience with a five-day canoe trip along the southern edge of 

Chequemegon Bay. The trip was designed to be, as articulated in the grant to the Henry Luce 

Foundation, an “immediate and visceral” experience on Lake Superior of the “intertwining 

relationships that unify individuals, communities, and bioregions.” 236 As a tactile introduction to 

some of the economic, political, and cultural history of the lake, their vessels were Montreal 

canoes, 36-foot replicas of the boats used by the 17th century French fur traders, the Voyageurs. 

 This orientation trip was one of many offered at Northland; in fact, every incoming 

student went on an orientation trip, either five or twelve days long, each led by more senior 

students. The vibe of these trips depended on the student leaders and many of them revived 

notions of sublime nature. For instance, there was a backpacking trip to the Porcupine Mountains 

in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula where participants would hike “to lots of different lakes, 

waterfalls and scenic locations within the mountains, spending time creating art inspired by the 

beauty around us, and thinking deeply on philosophy related to wilderness, nature and what it 

means to be starting a new chapter in life.” There was also a canoe trip on the Namekagon River 

during which the group would “Spend the mornings and early afternoons with easy paddling, and 

the afternoons and evenings relaxing…. Feminists, vegetarians, and metacognitionists alike will 

love our trip (and our vegan s’mores)!” And for the even more adventurous, there was the 

“Traditional Skills Revival Basecamp” for the person who wants to “learn how to fend for 

yourself in the wild” and engage in “building debris shelters…whittling, bow drill fires, knot 

tying, making cordage, foraging.”237  
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 Like other college orientation programs, the trips were designed to introduce incoming 

students to the Northland community and help them transition into college life but they also 

tended to be rather intimate, intense experiences that included explicit elements of moral 

education. The overall program has been managed in recent years by a student affairs staff 

member named Lucas Will who, in addition to having many years of experience leading outdoor 

recreation trips, is trained to be attentive to the social and emotional well-being of students. Over 

and over, Will has witnessed the way these trips help students build strong friendships with each 

other and create mentoring relationships among both the students and with faculty who assist 

with the trips. To describe the richness of the Northland orientation Will compared it to his own 

experiences at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point and the University of Minnesota-

Duluth. “Both my orientations…were sterile.” He remembers meeting in an office cubicle with 

an advisor who helped him register for classes. He met a few other students “but nobody that I 

even recognized when I got back to campus or ever saw again that I can recall. There was a very 

deep lack of connection for me.” He was excited about college and the potential for what he 

could learn and experience in a new place but “that potential wasn’t rooted in any kind of 

experience I had during orientation.”238  

 That’s not to say Northland’s orientation trips always went well or worked for every 

student. Some students have little interest in camping or sleeping outdoors and this doesn’t 

change on the trip. Sometimes they become bitter about trip rules — such as the prohibition on 

cell phones and lack of contact with parents. (Scholars of education Arthur Levine and Diane 

Dean discovered in a 2009 undergraduate survey that forty-one percent of students talk to their 

parents every single day, discussing not only their academic and social lives but also romantic 
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relationships and trysts).239 In the middle of their trip, some students even refuse to continue, 

despite no clear urgent need, and ask to be “evacuated.”  

 That said, there are two broader points I am making here about the orientation program. 

First, while the Superior Connections program has a strong intellectual agenda, the initial 

orientation trip creates space to engage students well beyond their intellectual and academic 

learning in ways that have lasting effects. Beyond building relationships with other people, Will 

has observed scores of students who also fall in love with the region and decide to settle there 

after graduating. The trip also provides an experiential opportunity to explore and practice some 

of the environmental values and moral questions they’ll engage with during their college career 

at Northland. For instance, each trip leader is encouraged to incorporate some elements from a 

list of ideas called the “Sustainability Checklist.” These elements include volunteer projects such 

“buckthorn removal, ravine clean-up, or trail maintenance for incoming students;” separating 

trash, recycling, and compostable items to be processed upon returning to campus; and hosting 

reading discussions of short pieces by environmental writers. The orientation handbook includes 

a set of quotations designed to prompt a diversity of reading choices. There’s the iconoclastic wit 

of Oscar Wild: “Nature is a wet place where large numbers of ducks fly overhead un-cooked,” 

and the inspiring words of ethnographer Deborah Bird Rose: “The future is creation in everyday 

life, and life all everyday miracles, it is as fragile as it is resilient.” There are the nurturing words 

of Dorothy Day: “We have all known the long loneliness and we have learned that the only 

solution is love and that love comes with community,” and the provocation put forth by Angela 
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Davis: “The idea of freedom is inspiring. But what does it mean? If you are free in a political 

sense but have no food, what is that? Freedom to starve?”240 

  The program also introduces the “Leave No Trace” ethic, asking students to carefully 

choose their campsite and dispose of waste and be respectful of both wildlife and other people 

they encounter.241 While this ethic is presented uncritically, adhering to its principles does initiate 

a process of ethical reflection for students, especially those new to it. As students progress 

through the program, this kind of ethic and its connection to the moral politics of wilderness and 

purist environmental ideals are unpacked and examined in-depth during the year of coursework 

and in the month-long capstone trip that follows.242 The program is also an important moral 

educational experience for the student leaders, who have to navigate a variety of challenges 

including interpersonal conflict, the formation of sexual relationships in the group, drug and 

alcohol use, and emotional volatility.  

 The second broader point here is that the multifaceted student engagement is made more 

possible by the involvement of Northland student affairs staff. In addition to the coordination 

provided by Will, the former campus chaplain (and professor of religious studies), David Saetre, 

has also been involved in designing and implementing the Superior Connections program. While 

serving as chaplain, one of his key contributions was the creation of a ritual incorporated into 

each orientation trip and the broader culture of the college. While on their excursion each new 

student would either find or be given a stone from the shores of Lake Superior.243 They write 

their names and class year on the stone and some students choose to adorn theirs with small 
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wildlife paintings or add other meaningful words or phrases. When they return from the trip, they 

hold onto the stones for the first week of classes and then bring them to the convocation 

ceremony at the end of that week. For the ceremony, all the members of the incoming class 

gather together at the north end of campus and begin walking towards the center. Cutting across 

their path is a deep and heavily vegetated ravine with a creek at the bottom. To cross the ravine, 

the students must walk across a bridge that symbolizes the life transition they are experiencing. 

When they reach the center of campus, each student places their stone into a communal basket. 

Then, as Saetre explained, “that basket of Superior stones, with all of their identities and hopes 

and dreams collected in the basket is displayed in a case” in the adjacent student center building 

for the remainder of their college career.244 (Some student classes decide to ornament the display 

further. For instance, the class of 2016 included a quotation from Edward Abbey: “May your 

trails be crooked, winding, lonesome, dangerous, leading to the most amazing view. May your 

mountains rise into and above the clouds.”) Just before graduating, the students receive their 

stone back and together ritually march across the ravine once again, “led by bagpipes and faculty 

and regalia.” They then attend “the baccalaureate worship service where they’re invested with 

the gown, the robe of the scholar, and they’re encouraged to continue towards a deeper life of 

moral purpose.”245 As will be discussed further below, the process of constructing rituals and the 

meanings they imbue can be varied and complicated. Nevertheless, this ritual is an intentional 

and thoughtful way of inviting students to reflect on the fullness of their college education. 

 This ritual and the orientation trip are, as mentioned earlier, just one piece of the Superior 

Connections program. During their fall semester, all the coursework for students in the program 

is focused on Lake Superior. The anchors for the semester are two courses. The first is the 

																																																								
244 David Saetre, interviewed by the author, March 22, 2016, Ashland, WI. 
245 Saetre, 2016.  



 125 

“Natural History and Conservation in the Lake Superior Watershed,” taught by a biologist and 

focused on the ecological history of the region, contemporary conservation debates, and an 

examination of “restoration from ecological, economic, and philosophical perspectives.” The 

second is “Geoscience Issues of Lake Superior,” taught by a geologist and focused on geologic 

history and its shaping of the contemporary natural and human landscape. It includes field trips 

to help students “develop their skills in map reading, rock identification and interpretation, and 

give them an appreciation for the beauty and complexity of the natural environment of the lake 

basin and humans’ relationship to the lake.” These courses are complemented by two taught by 

humanities and social science faculty. One is “Confluences: Reading and Writing in the Lake 

Superior Watershed” designed to improve research and writing skills through an examination of 

the region’s history from European contact to the 19th century. The focus is on the big stories of 

the fur trade, commercial fishing, copper mining, and logging and forestry. The other is “Lake 

Superior Ojibwe,” taught by faculty from the Native American Studies program in which 

students engage “the history, culture, and traditional teachings of the indigenous people of the 

Lake Superior Watershed.”246  

 Courses for the spring semester have varied over time but typically focus on conflicts, 

tensions, and challenges in the watershed. A common offering is a course designed to introduce 

students to central concepts and methods of sociology through an examination of the lake and its 

people. It also includes an emphasis on studying the “relationship between sustainability and 

social justice.” Another common offering is “Sustainable Development in the Lake Superior 

Watershed” in which students learn about the “challenges faced by rural communities in the 21st 

century” and “how politicians, advocates, and activists are confronting those challenges in our 

																																																								
246 “General Education: The Integrated Connections Program.” Northland College. https://www.northland.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/ConnectionsCurriculum201617.pdf. Accessed September 25th, 2016. 



 126 

own community.”247 Other courses have focused on regional literature; local religious practice; 

and fisheries and environmental statistics. 

 The culmination of the program is twenty-five-day circumnavigation of the lake in May. 

The goals of the trip are fourfold: provide students the opportunity to visit and explore the places 

they’ve been studying; to understand the economy of the region at a much deeper level; to foster 

personal connections to the lake especially in less humanized natural settings; and to reflect on 

what they’ve learned and how they’ve grown as people. Part of what makes this program so 

powerful for students is the combination of these goals, the successful integration of not only 

multiple forms of disciplinary knowledge but also personal experiences connected to ethics, 

spirituality, and identity.  

 Notably, the trip forces students to confront some of the central tensions of contemporary 

environmentalism, including as environmental historian Richard White has put it, the role of 

“modern work in nature.”248 As Brew described, much of the first half of the trip is devoted to 

connecting the students to “industries, to businesses in key communities that we’re visiting to 

really help them think about: OK, so how are people making a living in the watershed? How are 

the natural resources and the aesthetic resources being used to support communities, to support 

people economically?”249 For instance, the group visits with an independent commercial 

fisherman whose book they read during the academic year.250 He shares with them the 

complexity of fishing on the lake: The deep joy as well as the painful financial pressures he 
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faces, the effects of DNR conservation policies and climate change on the fish population, and 

the vicissitudes of markets, local tourism, and culinary trends.251 

Another stop is the Fraser Shipyards in Superior, where large commercial and industrial 

ships have been built and repaired since the 1880s. Steeped in environmental skepticism of 

modern industry, students are surprised by what they witness as highly skilled, thoughtful 

laborers. They come to realize these workers “are artisans! They are amazing, amazing people,” 

Brew explained. Moreover, “This is well-paid, skilled work that our economy depends on” given 

how much shipping occurs throughout the Great Lakes. According to Brew, it’s not too much of 

an exaggeration to say that “If they weren’t repairing those ships, the whole Midwest would 

collapse!”252  

The group also visits a sawmill that has been in continuous operation for over one 

hundred years and run by the same family. This visit also complicates student environmental 

views. For instance, during the 2015 trip, there were a couple of students who were not looking 

forward to visiting the mill, imagining they would find it reprehensible. One student had driven 

past the mill several times in her own personal life on the way to wilderness canoe trips in the 

Boundary Waters. She “always had been ‘sad for the trees’ that had been cut.” But talking with 

those who owned and worked in the mill made her realize they’re not necessarily ‘the 

enemy’…just because they’re cutting and working with trees.”253 While the mill wasn’t perfect 

and could be still be critiqued for some of its practices, it was also an important source of jobs in 
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the community and the owners were actively and conscientiously involved in forest conservation 

policy discussions in the region.  

As implied with this last example, the point of these visits is not to glorify these 

industries or businesses, oversimplify the political economic dynamics, or ignore their 

environmental impact. It should be noted, for example, that in 2018 the Fraser shipyards were 

successfully sued by 60 workers for blood lead poisoning related to the renovation of a 59-year 

old ship in 2016.254 The point of these visits, rather, is to challenge some of the simplistic 

environmental narratives that many of the students drawn to Northland have absorbed, including 

— again as Richard White puts it — equating “work in nature with destruction” or believing that 

highly sentimentalized work “creates a connection to place that will protect nature itself.”255 The 

goal is also to provide students a vivid, nuanced, and grounded opportunity to experience how 

environmental conflicts and tensions play out not in the abstract but in particular places and 

contexts.  

The pace of the second half of the trip slows down so students have the chance to hike 

and explore various spots along the lake and write and reflect on the past year. For many 

students, this part of the trip is a profound experience of sublime nature. “We all took photos of 

the sunsets each night from different points on the horizon. We saw the trillium bloom in the 

forest in the quiet. At night, we could hear waves crash in a storm on shore. We will carry the 

lake with us all of our lives,” said one student. But after visiting with so many different people 

making a living on the lake they also recognize these are landscapes also very much shaped by 
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human values and human activity. “We learned so much from the people living in these 

communities,” said another student.256  

The insights and transformative educational experiences had by the students are made 

possible because the college faculty and staff have spent considerable effort and resources 

cultivating relationships with people in the community, intentionally mentoring students 

throughout the year, and attending to the learning and growth of students as whole persons.  One 

of the sources of inspiration for the program (and its name) was environmental historian William 

Cronon’s essay about the core features of a successful liberal education, “Only Connect.” Cronon 

says that the purpose of liberal education “is to nurture human freedom and growth,” to cultivate 

a set of virtues and skills or “personal qualities,” that are intellectual, social, practical, and moral. 

He says, however, that this education “is not something any of us ever achieve; it is not a state. 

Rather, it is a way of living in the face of our own ignorance, a way of groping toward wisdom in 

full recognition of our own folly, a way of educating ourselves without any illusion that our 

educations will ever be complete.” Furthermore, education for human freedom is simultaneously 

education for human community: “In the act of making us free, it also binds us to the 

communities that gave us our freedom in the first place; it makes us responsible to those 

communities in ways that limit our freedom. In the end, it turns out that liberty is not about 

thinking or saying or doing whatever we want. It is about exercising our freedom in such a way 

as to make a difference in the world and make a difference for more than just ourselves.”257 
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 In many ways, the Superior Connections trip embodies this vision and serves as a 

microcosm of the moral and educational journey Northland faculty and staff hope students will 

be on for the rest of their lives. As Brew described: “It’s the end of their first year in college so 

we really encourage them to be reflecting on: What has that journey been like: how have they 

changed over the year? Both as students of the watershed…but also just in a larger sense” as 

people trying to make their way in the world. “We’ve been doing this almost 10 years now. The 

program has relationships with [many] individuals [from the community] and what they give our 

students is amazing. The students’ conversations with those people and also what they feel in the 

presence of those people in terms of those people’s relationship to the watershed and the way 

they’ve organized their lives is a very powerful experience, especially for young students 

beginning to think about: Well, what am I going to do with my life?”258   

Thus, not only are faculty intentional about creating a rigorous intellectual and 

interdisciplinary curriculum but also an educational experience that reaches well beyond their 

academic learning. “I very consciously am trying to expand their vision of what a life could look 

like and to get them in front of people who have not followed traditional paths, but who have 

nevertheless found fulfilling work and livelihoods in the watershed,” said Brew. The sparking of 

student imaginations about what a good and purposeful life can look like is furthered by 

“breaking down those traditional boundaries between faculty and student” so the group is 

“working and living in a true learning community.” In other words, “part of the power of both 

[the fall and May trips] is that we’re there learning with the students…. It’s about taking a 

journey with your students – literally a journey.” 259   
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Faculty, staff, students are pushed to be vulnerable with each other while learning and 

living together to build positive relationships and create space for profound education. “You’re 

with the whole student not just a part of the student” during these trips. Intimate details (which 

have practical implications for the trip) get shared: “When I travel with them in May,” for 

example, “I know when they have their periods” also indicating “the level at which our 

relationships changes,” explained Brew. “But that’s all part of who we are and it’s part of this 

complex life question that we’re talking about. And so, I think those journeys where you’re there 

with the students, day after day, getting excited about the same things they’re getting excited 

about, having some of the same struggles that they’re having — when you’re with them 

holistically in that way” I think that’s what makes for a “transformative educational journey. I 

know for me it’s the most fulfilling kind of teaching that I do.” Moreover, by inviting students to 

witness themselves as whole persons, faculty and staff become more powerful role models and 

make more real the challenge of leading moral lives. During the fall coursework, the group 

typically goes on a field trip that involves stopping at Brew’s home outside of Ashland. “We do a 

walk on our property, I tell some of the history…. and then they have lunch with us. Well it’s this 

huge deal to them.” He often thinks, ‘Well, I mean yeah, it was a good lunch, it was nice to have 

you out” but it’s a profound experience for the students. “It comes up repeatedly. I think what’s 

behind it is: In some ways, I’m making myself vulnerable. I’m opening my home to them, which 

is a whole lot bigger step than walking into a classroom and professing…. They realize that I am 

vulnerable and that I don’t have all the answers, and I also have complexities in my life.”260   

 In many ways, the Superior Connections program stands in contrast to the campus 

gardens programs: The students in the Superior Connections program have been provided strong 
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mentorship from faculty and staff through a series of diverse and carefully integrated intellectual, 

social, emotional, moral, and even spiritual educational experiences to help them grapple with 

difficult environmental problems and tensions. Moreover, the program helps students make sense 

of what they learn in relation to their own identities, values, and vocations. Many years of 

planning and considerable amounts of money were devoted to designing and implementing the 

program. Student input, leadership, and peer mentoring have also played an important role, 

especially on the initial orientation trip.  

 On the other hand, the student gardeners felt like they were fending for themselves with 

few resources and support in an increasingly hostile situation. They ran headlong into the 

complexity of environmental tensions, experiencing them as a battle in which environmental 

ideals were being overridden by out-of-touch aesthetics and misguided financial interests. As an 

environmental educator, what’s especially troubling and tragic to me about their experience is 

that it pushed them towards apathy and resentment. Why exactly these students ultimately ended 

up feeling this way is, no doubt, the result of a confluence of factors that includes personal 

histories and individual psychological and emotional characteristics that I don’t even pretend to 

analyze here. Their experience, however, raises questions about how colleges like Northland can 

offer mentorship and support to avoid these types of outcomes for students, especially when the 

context for learning is the campus itself. In other words, how might the careful, thoughtful, 

intentional efforts such as those used to educate students about the Lake Superior watershed be 

used to educate students about their own campus, to truly use the college as an environmental 

“living laboratory” as intended? 
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The Segregation of Faculty and Staff and the Marginilization of Morality 

 

 One answer lies in the importance of collaboration of faculty and staff, which is difficult 

to achieve. Even in the Superior Connections program, in which faculty and staff worked in 

concert quite well, there were tensions. The challenge of fostering collaboration between 

academic and student affairs is difficult to overcome because it’s tied to structural features of 

higher education that have developed over the course of many decades. 

 The college did provide some very intentional mentorship to the gardeners. Their primary 

campus mentor was Betsey Harries, a staff member at the college who served as the 

Sustainability Coordinator. Her role was to support and advise the dozen or so students who 

managed the four sustainability programs mentioned earlier: the bike shop, Reuse Room, 

composting program, and the gardens. She was one of two sustainability staff members on 

campus, the other helping to connect students to off-campus nonprofit environmental 

organizations in the area. They were part of the broader student affairs administrative structure, 

which also included housing and counseling services.  

 “I work with sustainability but my focus and my concentration is on leadership 

development,” Harries explained. “A student will come in and maybe they want to work in the 

garden program because they like to grow tomatoes. As soon as they walk in the door — even 

though they’ve identified themselves as a student — I have immediately assigned them as a 

teacher-in-training.” In other words, she saw every student as having at least the potential to not 

just learn ideas and new skills but share these ideas and skills with others, especially if they stuck 

with the program for a while. “By the time they graduate from college and move on to their first 

professional job I want them to not only know how to grow tomatoes but to start a community 
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garden wherever they end up in the world…. So, they will know how to organize volunteers, 

they’ll know how to analyze the soil, they’ll know how to talk to neighbors who are concerned 

about the decomposing food scraps in their compost pile, they’ll know how to do the marketing 

and the invoicing.”261  

 When I initially spoke with Harries, I was just getting whiff of the garden controversy via 

some preliminary communication I had with other campus community members. I would soon 

learn that her reference to talking with neighbors about decomposing food scraps was an 

especially important lesson for students. “Almost everything I do with them is about 

communication. It’s about communication because that’s what greases the skids for that 

sustainability momentum. How to talk to people, more importantly, how to listen to people and 

facilitate those conversations.”262  

 Poor communication about the gardens was a problem. Drifts reported that students 

“were generally frustrated with how little they knew about intentions for the garden and the lack 

of communication between donors, staff and students.”263 Padratt, one of the gardeners, said 

“Communication on the whole system [of the garden programs] has just been really poor.”264 His 

frustration was not with Harries but with the college’s top administrators and trustee members. 

The gardeners experienced talking with Craig Ponzio as especially difficult. Adelman, another 

gardener, said: “I’ve encountered him once when he was on a buildings and grounds tour and 

tried to talk to him. He doesn’t really -- he just talks at you.”265  
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 On the other hand, in working with the students, Harries observed how the students had a 

lot to learn about careful and effective communication as well, and she took responsibility for 

helping to teach them. She acknowledged that their gardening acumen and passion for 

permaculture led them to some creative ideas for improving the soil: “They decided to plant to a 

mix of vetch and oilseed radish, and winter rye. And then they left it, hoping the oilseed radish, 

the deep root would break up the clay soil and that the other two would provide some nitrogen 

fixing capabilities.” What these plants were contributing was unseen, the work they were doing 

was in the soil. To the gardeners, what they looked like above the soil didn’t matter. “What we 

failed to do was put up signage to explain what we were doing in that area of the garden… so 

that people coming by that had never been exposed to permaculture before misinterpreted that as 

an area that had not been tended to and was just weeds that were growing up.” When I visited 

campus, there was a simple sign that said only “Mino Aki Farm, Production Garden.” (Just a few 

feet away was also one of the campus banners featuring the motto “Think differently, Live 

Differently” accompanied by the silhouette of a mountain climber.) Harries continued, “So, we 

missed the opportunity to educate people and it became a little contentious because to some 

people it was an eyesore whereas to the garden crew, ‘look how good our vetch is growing!’”266  

 One of the deeper insights Harries was helping to illuminate for the students was about 

the complexity of ethics and politics, that different people can have differing values and visions 

that are each legitimate on some level. Those differences are what make both ethical quandaries 

and democratic politics so complicated. She recognized that conflicts are not resolved in a fair 

way through conversation alone but that it’s a very important process for any attempted 

resolution. Hence, she was facilitating dialogues with relevant parties each week. “There are 
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people here that really value the fact that our mall is completely grass, yet we have a lot of 

people here who think: Why aren’t we using this for local foods? Why are we spending all the 

money on the gas for the mowers and the labor just to cut grass, this doesn’t make any sense. 

And then we’ve got a whole bunch of people that are somewhere in the middle. It takes a lot of 

conversation.”267 The president of the college, Mike Miller even acknowledged he hadn’t been 

attentive enough to the differing values and the importance of dialogue in this instance: “I have 

not communicated effectively, probably based on my own belief that we’re all on the same side. I 

really want to fix that.”268   

 Harries played a critical role in the environmental education happening on campus, in 

helping students implement what they learned in the classroom. As she said, “The permaculture 

garden creates an opportunity for students to put the knowledge Northland is giving them into 

practice.” In other words, the garden was a way to experiment with things they’d learned about 

in the formalized classroom curriculum. But the students needed additional mentorship and 

guidance beyond their coursework, made even clearer by another incident she described: “A 

couple years ago some students [who] were very familiar with [the history of the Mino Aki 

garden] got frustrated with the administration because they felt like they weren’t getting some of 

the mechanical support that they need to expand the garden. So, they went and got a tiller, and in 

the middle of the day they went and tilled up some more beds. Unfortunately, they came very 

close to a buried power line. Fortunately, they did not go right over the power line. That’s where 

I come in, by making sure there’s a staff or faculty member involved in that.”269  
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 Coordination with faculty, however, was minimal. “Frankly, I don’t work with the 

academic departments very well. I have felt that there has been a little bit of disconnect. I’m not 

quite sure why. I’ve identified that as one of the things I want to change. It’s a matter of inviting 

faculty members to lunch, one at a time, explaining what I do and asking how I can support 

them. The potential is there.”270 While Harries felt it was a matter of personal responsibility to 

bridge the divide between academic faculty and staff such as herself through personal 

relationship building, the segregation she experienced represented a bigger structural challenge 

on college campuses. It’s a challenge that makes achieving the holistic, integrative aims of 

environmental education especially difficult but has not received adequate attention by 

environmental educators, especially in relation to their attempts at sophisticated moral education.  

 To unpack the depth of this challenge, it’s important to understand some major 

developments in the history of student affairs as a field. Student affairs evolved not only as a 

separate administrative structure but also as a distinct professional culture from academic affairs 

and departments, and it arose during a time when important shifts in moral education were 

happening at colleges and universities. Although this history well-known among historians of 

higher education, it has had profound implications for the bifurcation of intellectual learning 

from other kinds of learning within environmental education, as well as the dynamics of moral 

education within environmental studies. 

 The origins of this split can be traced to the late 19th century, as historian Julie Reuben 

has explained. Reformers of higher education in the 1880s argued for freedom -- of academic 

inquiry and individual choice -- to be the “defining value of the ‘true’ university.’’271 This 

emphasis fit with the growing influence of the German model of faculty as researchers and 
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subject experts focused on pushing the boundaries of human knowledge. This meant faculty were 

less interested, incentivized, or dictated to attend to the life of undergraduate students outside the 

formal classroom. In other words, faculty responsibility for carrying out the day-to-day work of 

maintaining the oversight of student behavior and moral rectitude dictated by the in-loco-

parentis paradigm began to dissipate. Colleges began allowing more latitude for students to 

choose their own courses, where they lived, and how they organized their social lives.  

 Reformers thought the more laissez-faire environment would allow students to develop a 

more refined sense of moral responsibility but they observed the opposite, what they considered 

unabashed hedonism and moral licentiousness. In 1920 F. Scott Fitzgerald published This Side of 

Paradise, which, as Julie Reuben summarizes, captures this milieu: “the main preoccupations of 

university students [were] sexual experimentation, excessive drinking, immature pranks, and 

improving their position in the hierarchical campus social structure.”272 Football clubs organized 

by students became violent affairs and an especially potent symbol of immoral excess. One vivid 

recounting of a game between Harvard and Yale clubs in 1894 describes a player who “suffered a 

broken leg, yet played on until he could bear the pain no longer”; and another player who fell 

into a coma and was “unceremoniously dumped onto a pile of blankets so that the medical 

personnel could get back to watching the game.”273 That same year the President of Harvard, 

Charles Elliot wrote a polemic titled Against the Evils of Football in which he said that “as a 

spectacle football is more brutalizing than prize fighting, cock fighting, or bull fighting” and “as 

now played, is unfit for colleges and schools.”274 The death of football players was not 
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uncommon. In 1905, after 18 players died, criticisms of the sport and its management by students 

reached a crescendo, prompting President Theodore Roosevelt to intervene and leading to the 

creation of the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA).275 

 In response to these problems, colleges began creating new administrative positions to 

reestablish more structured forms of in loco parentis: deans of women and men students. Deans 

of women were created in the 1890s, the first usually acknowledged to be Alice Freeman Palmer 

at the University of Chicago in 1892.276 She had previously served as President of Wellesley 

College and cofounded what would become the American Association of University Women. 

These positions evolved from earlier traditions of “lady principals” and “matrons” at colleges in 

the mid-19th century who oversaw the intellectual and moral education of female students, and 

protected them from the supposed vices of society.277 Deans of men were established at the start 

of the 20th century to reassert order but also remove administrative burdens from college 

presidents in the face of rapidly growing student populations, which were still predominately 

male. One of the first deans of men was Thomas Arkle Clark at the University of Illinois who 

“became notorious among the students at Illinois for his ‘network of spies’” to identify men who 

“violated the campus rules about drinking, driving automobiles, missing classes, [and] 

gambling.”278  
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 In the 1920s a new model of student supervision and support based on attentiveness to 

emotional and psychological health was introduced into higher education, serving as the 

foundation for student affairs professionals ever since. The most influential proponent of this 

new model was Walter Dill Scott, an applied psychologist who earned his doctorate in 1900 after 

studying under the internationally renowned German scholar, Wilhelm Wundt. Dill played a key 

role in developing what became known as personnel theory and management. His philosophy 

first grew out of the analysis of capitalist industry. As opposed to Frederick Taylor’s system of 

the scientific management of economic production, which tended to treat workers as cogs in a 

wheel of productive output, personnel management linked worker efficiency with their personal 

satisfaction and contentment.279 Dill experimented and honed this system by working with a 

variety of large organizations including advertising agencies and the United States Army during 

World War I.  

 In 1920, Dill became the president of Northwestern University and realized he could 

implement personnel management within the campus bureaucracy to help students acclimate to 

university life. He replaced the deans of men and women with a personnel office teamed with 

staff who would interview incoming students about their personalities, family backgrounds, 

social activities, and career interests. The staff would touch base with students throughout their 

time on campus to assess their well-being. In 1923, Scott published Personnel Management: 

Principles, Practices, and Point of View, a detailed articulation of the personnel approach. As 

historian of higher education Christopher Loss has summarized, “According to Scott, ‘individual 

difference’—what he elsewhere called the ‘human conception of labor’—was the recognition by 

managers that each ‘individual differs from another’ and that ‘different kinds of work are done 
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best by persons who, temperamentally, are particularly interested in them.’”280 For university 

staff, these same principles were applied to students. This system served not as a replacement of 

the surveillance and disciplinary tactics of in-loco-parentis but as a set of complementary 

techniques that were more nurturing and attentive to the individual needs and desires of students. 

 The personnel approach spread to campuses throughout the country in the 1920s and 30s. 

As student enrollments increased, student personnel management became a central area of focus 

for organizations more broadly concerned with the future of higher education, including the 

American Council on Education. In 1936, the head of the council created a committee to study 

the state of student experience and published a report the following year called “The Student 

Personnel Point of View” that drew heavily on Dill’s work. The authors believed that colleges 

and universities had the “obligation to consider the student as a whole–his intellectual capacity 

and achievement, his emotional make up, his physical condition, his social relationships, his 

vocational aptitudes and skills, his moral and religious values, his economic resources, his 

aesthetic appreciations.” In short, these institutions must be attentive to “the development of the 

student as a person rather than upon his intellectual training alone.” They note that the “pressures 

upon faculty members” to focus on groundbreaking scholarship and research continued to shift 

“the direction of their thinking to a preoccupation with subject matter and to a neglect of the 

student as an individual.” As a result, campus administrators had to appoint a “new type of 

educational officer to take over the more intimate responsibilities which faculty members had 

originally included among their duties.”281 In their history of student affairs, Robert Schwartz 

and Dafina-Lazarus Stewart write that this “national prescription for working more intentionally 
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with students” is widely considered to be “the beginning of the modern student affairs profession 

because it outlined many of the key principles of the field.”282 

 One major upshot of all these developments, therefore, was that a new and distinct 

administrative structure, set of staff, and guiding philosophy for the moral education of students 

was being constructed independent of academic faculty. In other words, as explained by Reuben, 

“university leaders thought that the moral education of students would be achieved largely 

outside the classroom.”283 Decades later, when environmental educators began to reassert the 

need for moral education in the classroom and laboratory, they were attempting to buck this 

paradigm but without working relationships with student affairs staff, who had become the 

default campus moral educators. At UW-Madison, for instance, faculty members like Reid 

Bryson saw an urgent need for collaboration across academic disciplines but did not call for 

collaboration between academic and student affairs.  

 That said, student affairs staff struggled to make the case to academic faculty that they 

should be involved in an endeavor like environmental studies, despite the growth of the field. 

Beginning in the 20s and 30s various new professional organizations were created and when 

enrollments across higher education expanded once again after World War II, the number of 

student personnel staff increased along with their duties. These responsibilities had come to 

encompass, as described by historians of student affairs Schwartz and Stewart, virtually “all 

aspects of student life” outside the classroom, including instilling moral behavior through rules 

and regulations but also providing and overseeing “financial aid and assistance, residence halls 

including design as well as supervision of student on campus and off-campus housing, student 
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activities, Greek life, career planning and placement, and more.”284 Even as the purview of 

student affair staffs expanded and their presence on campuses solidified, their ability to develop 

sophisticated forms of moral education was limited. “Student-service professionals would never 

have the power to define moral norms that the president and faculty of the classical college had 

exercised,” explains Reuben. They tended to focus on building social bonds through things like 

intramural athletics and “university officials came to equate morality with morale.”285 This 

emphasis on organizing social activities and building campus morale tended to drive skepticism 

among the academic faculty about the seriousness and value of student affairs. A stereotype of 

student affairs staff gradually emerged among faculty, who saw them as “cheerleaders and high-

energy extroverts” or “those people who plan parties and order pizza.”286 

 As noted earlier, students began to rebel en masse in the 1960s against what was left of 

the strict rules for behavior codified by the in-loco-parentis paradigm, sparking significant 

changes within student affairs.  Starting in the 1970s, as part of the construction of a new 

paradigm of student experience, a series of federal laws and judicial decisions began to promote 

the individual rights of students. These legal shifts established, for instance, that female students 

had the right to attend whatever courses they wished, that campuses had to provide 

accommodations for student with disabilities, and that students had rights of privacy over their 

educational records. These major upheavals prompted a period of reflection among student 

affairs professionals about their proper role and function. Several reports were published by the 

Council of Student Personnel Associations in Higher Education in 1975 which “ushered in the 

student development movement.”287 This movement was partly an affirmation of the values 
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expressed in “Student Personnel Point of View” from 1937, such as a belief in the worth of each 

student as a full and complex human being, but it was also shift towards a more intense and 

research-backed focus on the emotional and social well-being of students. Part of the rationale 

for the movement was to establish a clear area of expertise that would garner respect among the 

academic faculty and encourage more collaboration between academic and student affairs in the 

pursuit of holistic education for students.  

 In the 1990s Paul Bloland, a professor of counseling psychology and vice president for 

student affairs at the University of Southern California, together with his colleagues explained 

some of the shortcomings of this movement; they also suggested an alternative path would seem 

ripe for fostering collaboration between academic and student affairs in the realm of 

environmental education.288 With the student development model, “The hoped-for 

rapprochement with the faculty never occurred” because the model “failed to address the 

university’s central educational mission and its cardinal values, which embody intellectual and 

academic development.” Instead, the field “became viewed by those few faculty and academic 

administrators who were even aware of the [student development] model, as more and more 

isolated and irrelevant to the central educational purposes and programs of higher education.”289 

In other words, while student affairs claimed to be addressing the needs of students as whole 

persons it was ignoring a key part, their intellects, and was reinforcing a division between formal 

academic education and learning elsewhere on campus. Bloland and others during this time 

called for a reintegration of student affairs with the central educational mission of higher 

																																																								
288 For more details of their critique, see Paul A. Bloland, Louis C. Stamatakos & Russell R. Rogers. Reform in 
Student Affairs: A Critique of Student Development. (Greensboro, NC: ERIC Counseling and Student Services 
Clearinghouse, 1994). 
289 Paul A. Bloland, Louis C. Stamatakos, Russell R. Rogers, "Redirecting the Role of Student Affairs to Focus on 
Student Learning." Journal of College Student Development 37, no. 2 (1996): 218-219. 
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education: “Together, the classroom and the out-of-class arena are joined to become an integrated 

environment that incorporates people, physical spaces, ideas, activities, and the cultural milieu. 

In such an environment students learn how to bridge the artificial gulf between ideas…and 

actions and learn ideas that can then be acted upon.”290  

 There was widespread agreement in the student affairs field that this type of approach 

should be adopted. In 1998, one of the leading professional associations, the American College 

Personnel Association, published “Principles of Good Practice in Student Affairs.” The principles 

included engaging students in active learning; setting high expectations for education both in and 

out of the classroom; using systematic inquiry to improve student education and the institution as 

a whole; using financial, material, and human resources effectively to further missions; and help 

“students develop coherent values and ethical standards.”291 

 These visions for holistic, integrated education that includes moral education reflect the 

common aims of environmental educators as well, both of academic faculty and students affairs 

staff. It also mirrors much of the rhetoric about campuses as “living laboratories.” Given these 

shared goals and values, it would seem likely that faculty and student affairs staff would have an 

easy time collaborating to construct an environmental education for students that integrated 

learning inside and outside the classroom. And yet, for the Northland gardeners this was not the 

case (and, as will be discussed in the next chapter, it was not that case at Hope College either).  

 The lack of strong relationships is indicative of how significant the divisions between 

academic and student affairs have continued to be. This fraught relationship is a perennial issue 

																																																								
290 Bloland et al, 1996: 221. 
291 For further description of these principles and a detailed account of their creation, see Gregory S. Blimling and 
Elizabeth J. Whitt. "Principles of Good Practice: For Student Affairs." About Campus 3, no. 1 (1998): 10-15. 
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among those who study the field of student affairs.292 The collaboration that helped construct the 

Superior Connections program, therefore, is more the exception than the rule. Despite the 

adoption by most student affairs programs of the kind of learning-oriented approach advocated 

by Bloland, and numerous calls and attempts to cross the divide, various barriers to collaboration 

persist, including at Northland.  

 One of the key barriers, as indicated by Betsey Harries’ experience, is that the 

bureaucratic separation of academic and student affairs means that there are few formal 

opportunities to regularly interact. Harries and the other sustainability staff member had standing 

meetings with the residential life and counseling staff but not with any of the faculty teaching 

environmental coursework. Thus, there were no structured opportunities for Harries and the 

faculty teaching about food systems to discuss how to integrate what the student gardeners were 

learning in the classroom with what they were doing on the campus grounds. On the other hand, 

the Superior Connections program had the benefit of a $120,000 grant and years of intentional 

planning to build some of those connections. It also had the rare benefit of having the integration 

of academic and student affairs embodied in an actual person — David Saetre — who was both 

the campus chaplain and a professor of religious studies. Moreover, as will be discussed further 

below, the faculty director of the program, Alan Brew, had an unusually strong comfort level and 

interest in the social and emotional lives of student, and a striking willingness to be vulnerable 

with students.  

																																																								
292 For a recent literature review and additional study see Lucy LePeau. "A grounded theory of academic affairs and 
student affairs partnerships for diversity and inclusion aims." The Review of Higher Education 39, no. 1 (2015): 97-
122. For further discussion of barriers to collaboration see also Charles C. Schroeder "Partnerships: An imperative 
for enhancing student learning and institutional effectiveness." New Directions for Student Services 1999, no. 87 
(1999): 5-18. 
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 Another barrier is the set of constraints and pressures facing faculty. Working closely 

with the sustainability staff would be additional labor over and above their normal duties of 

teaching, researching, publishing, and serving in administrative roles within the realm of 

academic affairs. Furthermore, collaborating on projects or educational strategies with student 

affairs staff is not typically recognized or incentivized by tenure and promotion committees or by 

academic colleagues.293 (Again, for the Superior Connections program, there was unusually 

broad institutional belief that it was a worthwhile endeavor). The professional pressures felt by 

faculty were also compounded by the expectations of students, many of whom were accustomed 

to a high school curriculum characterized by rigid disciplinary divisions and a focus on 

standardized tests.294  

 These barriers tend to reinforce yet another barrier, the existence of two distinct 

professional cultures. Elizabeth Blake, a former professor of French and Vice Chancellor of 

Academic Affairs at the University of Minnesota-Morris has summarized these differences well. 

She first noticed these tensions in the 1970s during a two-year long seminar that brought together 

academic and student affairs professionals from “a diverse selection of public and private 

colleges and universities.” She witnessed “an intercultural communication problem” exacerbated 

by “uneasiness, even hostility… despite goodwill at the outset.”295  She spent the subsequent 

decades refining her observations of these distinct cultures. Although she paints with a broad 

brush, her depictions resonate with what I observed and heard during my research and with many 

of those who’ve studied the relationship between academic and student affairs.  

																																																								
293 For additional examination of these barriers to collaboration faced by academic faculty, in the context of 
interdisciplinary research, see Susan H. Frost, Paul M. Jean, Daniel Teodorescu, and Amy Benson Brown. 
"Research at the crossroads: How intellectual initiatives across disciplines evolve." The Review of Higher 
Education 27, no. 4 (2004): 461-479. 
294 Goetz, 2016; Brew, 2016. 
295 Elizabeth S. Blake. "The Yin & Yang of Student Learning in College." About Campus 1, no. 4 (1996): 5. 
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 First, student affairs tends to attract people with different personalities than those who 

enter the professoriate. Student affairs professionals often “gain satisfaction from orchestrating 

the ephemeral, coordinating and managing a constantly changing kaleidoscope of people and 

events” and “toward accomplishing things through others.” On the other hand, faculty “are 

typically oriented to ideas and reflection; to working with books, experiments, and schema of 

various kinds; to valuing reason and proof, detached judgment, aesthetic sensibility, exactitude” 

and to accomplishing things independently. As already noted, the methods for education differ 

too, with faculty accustomed to teaching in formal, structured, methodical ways and student 

affairs staff teaching through more informal, experiential, and serendipitous ways. The aims and 

outcomes of education tend to differ also. The “eventual goal of the faculty is to make students 

good questioners of the accepted knowledge about a subject so that they will think for 

themselves. In this way, higher education is subversive by its nature.” While faculty are 

prompting critical reflection and uncovering a plethora of uncertainties about the world, “people 

in student affairs are bolstering student morale, building up self-confidence, and encouraging 

collaborative efforts.”296 

 Bridging these distinct cultures has been a major factor in the success of the Superior 

Connections program but, it turns out, those bridges are fragile. As Brew explained, for faculty 

accustomed to traditional classroom teaching the clear administrative and professional 

boundaries are a source of comfort: “there’s student life and there are professionals there and 

there’s counseling and there are professionals there.” But during the travel courses “you can’t be 

professionally divided, you have to take on those roles and those responsibilities as a peer 

almost.” Brew and some of the other faculty and staff were willing to be vulnerable with each 
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other and with the students, willing to step outside the comfort zone of their own professional 

cultures and expertise.297 Not everyone is willing to do this, however. (As mentioned earlier, 

some students aren’t comfortable either and ask to leave the trip). Brew says that discomfort 

among faculty is an ongoing challenge for the program, but acknowledges that discomfort is 

understandable, especially for faculty who are likely to be more introverted. “There’s a number 

of colleagues who need that space and distancing for themselves…. It’s exhausting sometimes 

and maddening sometimes, and not everyone is willing to step into those spaces because they’re 

pretty unscripted some days.”298  

 Yet that discomfort, which is tied to the structural segregation of student and academic 

affairs, is a fundamental obstacle to the kinds of integrated environmental education that 

Northland aims to provide through Superior Connections. For example, on every trip there are 

interpersonal conflicts that arise. In the more traditional formal classroom setting these conflicts 

are usually fleeting or submerged because when the class ends for the day everyone can just walk 

away. That’s not possible during the group trips and, as Brew described, raises questions about 

faculty responsibility: “Is this part of our work? Do we have a responsibility to intervene? Do we 

have a responsibility to teach about that? It’s not part of my curriculum – or is it? …For faculty 

who don’t do a lot of that overnight travel with students there’s a real tension there.” These 

faculty have the mindset that “’I don’t want to know who’s sleeping with who…. I’m teaching 

them [about academic content], that’s what my role is. I’m not teaching them about interpersonal 

conflict resolution. That’s somebody else’s job.’” Brew’s response is: “Yes, but we’re also the 

ones who created this community and…there’s a moral responsibility to go beyond because 

																																																								
297 There are also likely legal boundaries regarding student health and student rights that make these relationships 
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you’ve brought them into this space. You can’t bring them in there and then walk out the door.” 

This tension continues to be embedded in the program. “We [faculty] are at all different places, 

we don’t have a magical solution for it.”299 

 In addition to more collaborative mentorship from faculty and staff, the student gardeners 

would likely have benefited from more careful education about the college’s finances and 

resource management. That’s not say they would not still have critiques about that management 

or the preferences of trustees like Craig Ponzio. Further learning, however, might have helped 

them be successful in advocating for more resources for the gardens and help them feel less 

isolated and overwhelmed. It also might have given them additional skills and knowledge to 

navigate the complexity of implementing sustainable agricultural practices after graduation, if 

they chose to do so.  

 Again, as argued earlier, the stated goal of Northland College is to prepare “students and 

other stakeholders to lead us toward a more sustainable, just, and prosperous future.” To achieve 

this aim, students need not only education about the profoundly detrimental aspects of current 

political economic systems and radical alternatives but sophisticated analyses of how those 

systems function in specific places and communities. In other words, if students in the campus 

sustainability programs are encouraged to imagine and experiment with creating a more 

“sustainable, just, and prosperous” campus then they need at least a careful orientation to how 

and why campuses resources are acquired and managed.  

 

 

 

																																																								
299 Brew, 2016. 
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Making Space for Religion and Spirituality 

 

 “Since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be 

essentially religious, whether we call it that or not.” So wrote the historian of science and 

technology, Lynn White, in his influential essay “The Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” published 

in 1967 in Science.300 While much of my focus up to this point has been on the importance of 

political economy for a sophisticated environmental and moral education, the exploration of 

religion and spirituality is crucial as well. In his 1967 essay, Whites’ central argument was that 

Christian scriptures and thought created a dichotomy between humans and nature, a worldview 

that ungirded modern science and technological development and that has been used to justify 

exploitation of the environment. As environmental ethicist and theologian Willis Jenkins has 

noted, while this argument spurred vociferous debates about the relationship of Christianity to 

environmental degradation, White’s article also helped make religious ethics and cosmologies – 

from a variety of perspectives and cultures -- central to environmental issues, thus bringing 

religious perspectives to the forefront.301 Hence, White’s statement that environmental problems 

and remedies are bound up with religious and spiritual values is a crucial reminder for those 

embedded in a predominately secular academic culture. 

 Furthermore, as explained in the introductory chapter, many environmental educators — 

including those at Northland — have long sought to bring about the synthesis of scientific, 

moral, and spiritual education. For instance, Betsey Harries, the sustainability coordinator 

framed it this way: Environmental education is most powerful “when you start to be able to 

																																																								
300 Lynn White, "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis," Science 155, no. 3767 (1967): 1207. For a discussion 
of the influence of this essay, see Willis Jenkins, "After Lynn White: Religious Ethics and Environmental 
Problems." Journal of Religious Ethics 37, no. 2 (2009): 283-309. 
301 Jenkins, 2009. 
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visualize that you are a small part of a really complex situation and you can visualize hundreds 

and thousands and millions of small parts all coming together…. I don’t just mean the 

environmental resources [but also] the social resources, the spiritual resources…. [When] people 

are able to put their hearts, and minds, and hands together then really wonderful things can 

happen.”302  

 

Defining “Religion” and “Spirituality” 

 

 Before discussing the religious dynamics at Northland further, I want to pause for a brief 

discussion of terminology, specifically the terms “religion” and “spirituality.” As various scholars 

have explained, there are all sorts of problems with the process of defining “religion”: theorists 

have posited numerous definitions that are often contradictory and, as a result, no consensus 

appears possible. Moreover, the term religion originated in a Western and Christian context, has 

no equivalent in many languages and cultures, and has been used to marginalize, oppress, or 

colonize those that don’t fit into its conceptual box.303 Despite these serious problems, I’m 

following the lead of the historian of religions, Jonathan Z. Smith, who argued that religion is “a 

second-order, generic concept that plays the same role in establishing a disciplinary horizon that 

a concept such as ‘language’ plays in linguistics or ‘culture’ plays in anthropology. There can be 

no disciplined study of religion without such a horizon.”304 In other words, scholars have to be 

attentive to historical baggage and universalizing tendencies of the concept of religion, the blind 

																																																								
302 Harries, 2016. 
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Islam. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993): 27-54; and Mark C. Taylor. "Introduction." In Critical 
Terms for Religious Studies. Mark C. Taylor, ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998: 1-19. 
304 Jonathan Z. Smith. “Religion, Religions, Religious.” Relating Religion: Essays in The Study of Religion. 
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spots of whatever definition they subscribe to, and the power dynamics and moral motivations of 

their own position, but they have to use some sort definition to proceed with careful analysis.305  

 In my efforts to make sense of the intersection of environmentalism and religion on 

college campuses, I have found the theory of religion offered by religious studies scholar 

Thomas Tweed to be helpful. By bringing together scholarship in human geography and religious 

studies, Tweed provides a productive theoretical framework for studying the dynamics of 

religions in place and offers a wide analytic lens to explore various kinds of environmentalism. 

His theory also has the virtues of facilitating analysis of how the boundaries between 

environmentalism and more traditionally recognized religions, like Christianity, are blurred in 

certain places; and how certain people view their own environmental beliefs, practices, and 

values as a kind of religion that is deeply connected to, what he refers to, as either “dwelling” in 

place or “crossing” through space. 

 Tweed’s definition of religion is as follows: “Religions are confluences of organic-

cultural flows that intensify joy and confront suffering by drawing on human and suprahuman 

forces to make homes and cross boundaries.”306 In his explaining his theory, Tweed 

acknowledges the meaning of this definition is not at all self-evident and devotes an entire 

chapter to explaining each phrase. Instead of summarizing his explanations element by element, 

I’ll draw out some key features in the discussion below that are relevant to what I encountered at 

Northland (and other campuses like Hope College as well). Tweed says that the final phrase, 

																																																								
305 Marc C. Taylor offers an eloquent articulation of the promise and challenge of the academic analysis of religion: 
“The task of the student of religion is, in the words of the French poet Francis Ponge, ‘to name the differential 
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we live are to be understood and the conflicts they engender negotiated, it is necessary both to search for 
commonality in the midst of differences and to respect differences that sometimes cannot be mediated.” Taylor, 
1998: 10. 
306 Tweed, 2006: 54. 
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make homes and cross boundaries, is the “heart” of his theory.307 Drawing on humanist 

geographers such as Yi-Fu Tuan and Robert Sack, he argues that religions involve the dynamic 

process of “dwelling”—figuring out where and how one belongs in place.308 This process 

operates at a variety of scales: the body, home, homeland, and cosmos. Religions also involve the 

process of figuring out how one should or should not move through space or engage in 

“crossing” both earthly, bodily, and cosmic boundaries. These religious crossings are intertwined 

with other kinds of crossings as well, such as the flow of ethnic identity, capital, technology, 

media, or political ideology. This last element is a helpful frame for exploring environmental 

education on college and university campuses, for how religious values are braided with political 

economic values. 

 The term “spirituality” also has a complicated history. Many modern Americans – 

including some environmentalists – describe themselves as “spiritual not religious” as a way of 

separating themselves from what they understand as the negative aspects of more traditional 

religious organizations, beliefs, and practices.  While there has been much insightful work 

examining the distinction between these terms and their usage over time, this distinction of terms 

never emerged in my research as all that important.309 In other words, the people I spoke with 

didn’t make a point of using one term vs. the other in describing their beliefs, values, or 

practices. Thus, I’ve followed the approach of religious studies scholar Bron Taylor, who argues 

that when examining environmental values and practices the use of “spirituality” might 

																																																								
307 Tweed, 2006: 73. 
308 Yi-Fu Tuan. Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977; 
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309 For further analysis, see Robert Wuthnow. After Heaven: Spirituality in America since the 1950s. (Berkeley: 
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emphasize more personal experiences and the use of “religion” more institutional structures and 

practices but there is considerable blurring between to the two concepts.310 Therefore, I use the 

terms more or less interchangeably in my discussion and rely more on Tweed’s theory of religion 

to provide a broad and supple lens for analysis. 

 

An Amorphous Spiritual Culture  

 

 While environmental educators like Harries place some explicit importance on the role of 

religion and spirituality at Northland, the contemporary spiritual culture at Northland is 

amorphous. Again, like many Protestant colleges, Northland shed its explicit Christian identity in 

the middle of the 20th century to become a “non-sectarian liberal arts college.”311 Some 

connections to its Congregationalist heritage were maintained for a while. For instance, in the 

1970s and 80s local ministers from the United Church of Christ (UCC) were asked by the college 

to assist with convocation ceremonies, and in the 1990s a college chaplain position was created 

in student life, and the first to hold that position was also a UCC minister. But by and large, the 

campus religious culture – where it exists -- has been ecumenical and pluralist. For example, 

subsequent campus chaplains have come from Lutheran and Episcopal backgrounds. With the 

creation of Native American Studies program in the 1970s and the more recent establishment of 

the Indigenous Cultures Center in 2011, elements of indigenous spirituality have had a presence 

as well.   
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 Moreover, the environmental turn of the 1970s also brought in elements of environmental 

spirituality, including through the influence of Sigurd Olson. Olson developed what his 

biographer called a “wilderness theology” by drawing on a long tradition of romanticism that 

valued nature as sublime, but he also drew on 20th century humanist spiritual writers such as 

Aldous Huxley and unorthodox Catholic thinkers such as Teilhard de Chardin who conceived of 

God as emergent in the ongoing evolution of creation.312 Olson, as summarized by Backes, 

believed that “in wilderness people can find the silence and the solitude and the noncivilized 

surroundings that can connect them once again to their evolutionary heritage and, through an 

experience of the eternal mystery, give them a sense of the sacredness of creation.”313 Using 

Tweed’s theoretical language, Olson was describing a set “human and suprahuman forces” that 

allowed people to make sense of their “home” in both the north woods of Wisconsin and 

Minnesota and in the broader cosmos. The biographer Backes also writes that when a new 

building was constructed at Northland for the environmental institute in 1981 “the [dedication] 

ceremony had elements of religious ritual.” The entire audience read aloud passages from 

Olson’s book The Singing Wilderness, a song written in his honor was performed, and students 

dressed as the French-Canadian voyageurs (whom Olson himself mythologized) carried in a 

wooden canoe to be mounted on the wall while singing traditional voyageur songs.314 In more 

recent years, the former campus minister David Saetre has noticed among students an interest in 

Wicca, and what he called “earth-based practices,” and “neo-paganism.”315 
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 While this pluralist culture allows for freedom and flexibility for students with strong 

spiritual inclinations, it leaves many students feeling disengaged from religion and spirituality. 

For many students, the spiritual aspects of campus described above have been mostly invisible 

and they experience the college as a secular place. If Lynn White was correct about the 

importance of religious and spiritual values to addressing environmental conundrums — or as a 

set of religious studies scholars recently put it, if his “ worldview-focused hypothesis is 

plausible” — then environmental educators at Northland and colleges with similar spiritual 

culture will need to find a way to engage students more intentionally.316 One way is through the 

creation of new rituals — such as the Lake Superior stone ritual described earlier — but this 

strategy also faces the challenges of a persistent culture of secularism in higher education and the 

danger of cultural appropriation. Another way might be through exploring how 

environmentalism itself might be considered a religion but this would require intentional efforts 

beyond those that have been made.317 

 If one focuses on some of the more observable and intentional forms of spiritual 

practices, the culture at Northland appears pluralist, a mix of Christianity, indigenous religion, 

Buddhism, New Age, and what some scholars have called environmental or nature religions.318 

																																																								
316 This articulation of Lynn White’s argument is from Bron Taylor, Gretel Van Wieren, and Bernard Daley Zaleha, 
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317 Environmental historian Thomas Dunlap argues that environmentalism can be understood as a “secular faith” 
which engages people in “searching for a transcendent within this world, building a morality on our scientific 
understanding of our place in it, and using science, which refuses to ask about purpose, to search for ultimate 
meanings.” Thomas Dunlap, Faith in Nature: Environmentalism as Religious Quest, (Seattle: University of 
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For those already engaged in some of these practices, the atmosphere is flexible and 

accommodating, encouraging of exploration, experimentation, and reflection.319 Adelman, one of 

the student gardeners, is one such person. While he had become apathetic about the campus 

gardens, his interest in farming and gardening more broadly hadn’t been extinguished because it 

was sustained, in part, by his spirituality and the spiritual mentorship he had received. As a 

religious studies major, he’s found his courses intellectually stimulating but also appreciated the 

opportunities he’s had to learn outside the classroom. He said that being in “the gardens is one of 

the ways I really like to explore my spirituality” because he can have “daily interactions with 

cycles of life and death.” He explained that he tends “to take a naturalistic approach to things” 

and identifies as Zen Buddhist, which correlates with his interest in permaculture and also the 

similar philosophy and “Natural Farming” practices of Masanobu Fukuoka, who was influenced 

by Zen Buddhism.320 In Thomas Tweed’s theoretical framework, Adelman’s spirituality was “ a 

confluence of organic-cultural flows,” a mix of human culture and interactions with soil, plants, 

sunlight, water, and the processes of decomposition.  Adelman’s interests were fostered prior to 

coming to Northland through connections to a community in his hometown of Kansas City. 

“There’s a Zen teacher I’ve been studying under there,” he said, and the community “has a house 

and an adjacent lot in downtown Kansas City where they are working on setting up some urban 

gardening and farming.” Adelman had an eclectic religious background and interests. He and his 

																																																								
319 This kind of atmosphere can be found in less pluralistic communities as well, such as those Sarah McFarland 
Taylor has described among some Catholic monastic women. These women have creatively tried to conserve 
Catholic traditions while modifying them to be more ecologically conscientious. Sarah McFarland Taylor. Green 
Sisters: A Spiritual Ecology. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
320 For more on Fukuoka’s approach, see Masanobu Fukuoka, The One-Straw Revolution: An Introduction to 
Natural Farming, trans. Chris Pearce, Tsune Kurosawa and Larry Korn, (Emmaus, PA: Rodale Press, 1978). For a 
close examination of the connections between Fukuoka and Zen buddhism, see Ronald S. Green. “Farming Satori: 
Zen and the Naturalist Farmer Fukuoka Masanobu.” 
http://www.academia.edu/30913387/Farming_Satori_Zen_and_the_Naturalist_Farmer_Fukuoka_Masanobu.pdf. 
Accessed February 20, 2019 



 159 

sister were raised Jewish by their father, while his mother was Presbyterian. Yet, he said that “as 

far back as I can remember I never believed in God, so I was always somewhat alienated from 

Judaism and Christianity in that way. That’s one of the things that pointed me to Buddhism, the 

atheistic or non-theistic nature of it.”321  

 To further explore his spirituality, however, he has found it helpful to talk to the current 

chaplain, Father Mark, who also leads the local Episcopal Church in Ashland. He’s also taken 

several courses from Saetre, the former chaplain and professor of religious studies, and spoken at 

length with him. “I really like him,” said Adelman.  So, while Adelman perhaps hadn’t received 

sufficient mentorship regarding the political economy of the campus, he felt he had received 

significant intellectual and personal mentorship in the realm of spirituality, helping him maintain 

his commitments and curiosity.  For instance, despite his past sense of alienation from 

Christianity, Adelman also noted that “there’s also a conservative Christian group that meets – 

I’ve never gone to any of their meetings but I’ve been meaning to go and check it out sometime 

to see what they have.”322 Finally, he’s been drawn to spend time in the campus chapel, where he 

and a few of his friends gather for a weekly meditation group.  

 The chapel exemplified the spiritual culture of Northland: On the one hand, pluralist and 

inviting and on the other, inconspicuous and strange (depending on one’s perspective), but by 

either account imbued with an environmentalist sensibility.323 The chapel was a single, small, 

square room, featuring a plain wooden altar in the center. Atop the altar were a diverse set of 

objects neatly arranged in a line: a Buddhist singing bowl (for meditation), a jar of incense, a 

white crystalline rock, a bell, a communion chalice, and an hour glass. Also on the altar was a 
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small double picture frame. On one side was a print of the 13th century painting by Giotto of St. 

Francis called “Sermon to the Birds.” On the other side was a prayer attributed to St. Francis: 

“Lord, make me an instrument of your peace; Where there is hatred…. let me sow love; Where 

there is injury…. pardon; Where there is discord…unity; Where there is doubt…. faith….”   

 St. Francis was named the patron saint of ecology in 1979 by Pope John Paul II, possibly 

inspired by Lynn White, who called for giving him that honor in his 1967 article. White said that 

St. Francis was “the greatest spiritual revolutionary in Western history” and offered “an 

alternative Christian view of nature and man's relation to it: he tried to substitute the idea of the 

equality of all creatures, including man, for the idea of man's limitless rule of creation.” White 

argued that we “must rethink and refeel our nature and destiny” and the “profoundly religious, 

but heretical, sense of the primitive Franciscans for the spiritual autonomy of all parts of nature 

may point a direction.”324 On one of the walls of the Northland chapel was a kind of 

environmental triptych that appeared to represent this very kind of belief. The panels, each 

ensconced in gold frames, featured vibrant paintings of individual trees bathed in back-lit 

radiance, as if they were botanical saints glowing with “spiritual autonomy.”  

 While Adelman and others on campus found this to be a warm and welcoming space, it 

could easily go unnoticed, indicative of how other students experienced the campus culture as 

predominantly secular. The chapel was tucked away behind an unremarkable office door in the 

corner of the second floor of the student center, a large modern building dominated by a spacious 

first-floor lobby and cafeteria. I only happened to stumble on it while perusing the nooks and 

crannies of the building. During a conversation with one student, who was studying ecological 

restoration, I asked him how much of a presence spirituality had on campus. He said, “Many 
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people are of the humanist mindset on campus…. I don’t know. Spirituality? I don’t think it 

plays a huge role.”325 When I posed a similar question to two of the student leaders active in 

environmental groups on campus, they sat quietly for long moment, as if it was something they 

hadn’t considered before. Finally, they answered simultaneously: “Not much” and “Not a lot.”326 

One added “I would like to become more connected in that way, I think, but I’m a very rational, 

analytical person so it’s not always that easy to find that deeper emotional engagement. And I 

think also because Northland is so secular…. If you don’t really have that interest or connection, 

you just don’t know too much about” any of the spiritual resources on campus, like the chapel or 

the chaplain.327  

 David Saetre, the former campus minister and professor of religious studies at Northland, 

has attempted to counter the dominance of secular culture and create space for these types of 

students to engage spirituality and religious experience in a nuanced way. “What I tell students is 

I want you to approach these things with open hearts and deeply skeptical minds,” he said. On 

the one hand, apply the critical thinking skills you’ve honed to the “religious claims” you 

encounter but, on the other, maintain “a profound openness to religious experience and the 

articulation of that experience in others.”328 His approach is similar to that of religious studies 

scholar Robert Orsi, who says that when studying religious phenomena — especially those we 

find challenging or disturbing — the challenge is to avoid dismissing them as amoral or false and 

instead try to understand them through “an attitude of disciplined openness and attentiveness.”329 

His approach is to focus on how religion is alive for people, how “saints, god, demons, ancestors, 
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and so on are real in experience and practice, in relationships between heaven and earth, in the 

circumstances of people’s lives and histories, and in the stories people tell about them.”330 He 

explains that this approach as “an in-between orientation, located at the intersection of self and 

other, at the boundary between one’s own moral universe and the moral world of the other. And it 

entails disciplining one’s mind and heart to stay in this in-between place, in a posture of 

disciplined attentiveness to difference.”331 

 Orsi acknowledges, however, that holding this posture is difficult, especially in the face 

of a forceful secular worldview common among many American intellectuals that “has 

assiduously and systematically disciplined the sense not to experience sacred presence.” In other 

words, “the imaginations of moderns are trained toward sacred absence. So, while it is true that 

religious faith has not gone away, sacred presences have acquired an unsavory and disreputable 

aura.”332 Saetre also noted that taking “people’s [religious] experiences seriously” is not the norm 

amidst the secularism of higher education. In my discipline of geography, for instance, the study 

of religion has been marginal. For one thing, there has been a lack of sophisticated theories of 

religion within the discipline that leads many to, as one geographer put it, “leave no place for 

spirituality.”333 Furthermore, geographers have tended to ignore or downplay the role of religion, 

treating it, in the words of one of the few who does study religion, as “part of the cultural flotsam 

produced by more fundamental social and political forces.”334  

 Orsi’s antidote to this secularism, his call to maintain this “in-between orientation,” is 

primarily directed at fellow scholars. While this orientation is valuable for anyone to try to 
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practice, including college students, there’s also a need to be more fully immersed in a moral 

universe, to make sense of one’s own spiritual and moral experiences. For the students I spoke 

with, the surrounding secular culture hadn’t inculcated hostility towards spirituality but rendered 

it invisible or insignificant. Consequently, Saetre has observed that among the Northland 

community “there’s a longing and need for practices that ground us in our lives, that help us 

celebrate passages and moments of significance, that add a depth dimension to our experience.” 

As theorist Thomas Tweed might say, Saetre was noticing the need at Northland for religious 

worldviews that can help people with making homes and crossing boundaries. For Saetre, ritual 

can help meet these needs because it “places us…outside of ourselves in a larger world and a 

larger community.” These insights led him to create the Lake Superior stone ritual that calls 

students’ attention to the way their college experience has been “deeply rooted in the place, the 

mission of the place” and “the moral sensibility and the spiritual depth of the place.”335  

 Using ritual, however, has its challenges and limitations as well. The stone ritual was 

something of an aberration at the college. When I asked Saetre if there were other rituals on 

campus like the stone ritual he laughed and said “No. That’s sort of it.” Moreover, he said that 

“There’s actually some that I’ve quietly removed because I don’t think they work anymore, I 

don’t think they get us anywhere.” Moreover, as the scholar of religion Catherine Bell has noted, 

the very idea of ritual innovation is a kind of paradox: “Part of the dilemma of ritual change lies 

in the simple fact that rituals tend to present themselves as the unchanging, time-honored 

customs of an enduring community.”336 Lucas Will, the outdoor orientation coordinator, told me 

that what students do with their stones after graduation varies and that he’s heard from students 

that quite a few end up being thrown back in the lake. It’s not clear whether that act of returning 
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the stones to the lake has meaning for students or whether they are just discarding what they see 

as useless trinkets. Will’s hunch was it was the latter for at least some students, suggesting the 

difficulty of crafting rituals that are significant for participants especially within a predominately 

secular context. Furthermore, Saetre acknowledged that new rituals can become “a kind of 

formalistic navel gazing” when those creating them sentimentalize their experience or are 

infatuated with their own sense of righteousness.337  

 He also pointed out another danger: The tendency for cultural appropriation, the use of 

modified rituals that “violate other traditions.” For those oriented towards environmental 

spirituality, a common form of appropriation involves using elements of Native American 

tradition. Saetre described the example of James Arthur Ray, who staged his own version of a 

sweat lodge ceremony in Sedona, Arizona, and whose extreme negligence led to the death of 

three people.338  Nothing remotely close to this egregious case has happened at Northland, but he 

worried about non-native students being drawn to the simplistic borrowing of Native culture, 

especially those not deeply engaged with the Native American Studies program.  

 Saetre also worries about what he sees as a kind of “pseudo-mysticism” among students 

who blend New Age practices and environmental values. Adelman noticed this tendency among 

some of his fellow students as well: “Northland is a very New Agey spiritual place. Lots of 

chakras and crystals and what not.” His tended to be dismissive of these practices, associating 

them with self-absorption, the purchasing of commercialized totems, and petty squabbles: “I 
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remember seeing a couple of my friends argue because one of them thought that another took 

their magic wand. There’s a whole lot of that sort of stuff.”339  

 It may be that these students lack sufficient mentorship and guidance for exploring these 

kinds of spiritual practice. The geographer of religion Adrian Ivakhiv has argued that many 

“followers of New Age nature religion,” especially those drawn to what they call “power places” 

such as Sedona, are involved in “a much richer multi-sensorial engagement in the ‘enactment’ of 

sacred space” than critics have argued. In other words, similar to the observations made by 

Adelman, many scholars have dismissed New Age practices as forms of “self-spirituality” and 

expressions “of the trend within advanced capitalism to commodify everything and convert it 

into a marketplace of choices for individual consumers.” In contrast, he found that New Age 

practices were in a complex relationship with consumer culture but often acting as a form of 

resistance to “the commodificatory impulses of consumer capitalism” and offering creative and 

“open-ended…notions of the self.”340 Furthermore, religious studies scholar Bron Taylor has 

argued that there are examples of these kinds of environmental or nature spirituality, what he 

calls “dark green religion,” which offer sophisticated worldviews and motivation for moral 

reflection and action. One example is surfing culture, in which surfers “develop feelings of 

communion and kinship with the nonhuman animals they encounter during their practice. These 

experiences sometimes take on an animistic ethos and lead surfers to activism on behalf of 

marine ecosystems and particular species.”341 Saetre acknowledged that for Northland students 
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interested in these kinds of dark green religious practices, he has been “supportive…but not 

necessarily instructive in that direction.”342  

 While incorporating spirituality into environmental education faces significant 

challenges, the experiences of students like Adelman and the careful attempts by people like 

David Saetre to create meaningful rituals indicate that it’s possible to do well in a campus 

religious culture such as that of Northland. Students may have experienced the college as a 

mostly secular institution but they weren’t necessarily hostile, like some adamant secularists are, 

to religion and spirituality.343 Moreover, most Northland students come predisposed to want to 

deepen their environmental values in whatever ways they can.  

 Careful attention to the spiritual lives of students as part of the mission of preparing them 

to “lead us towards a more sustainable, just, and prosperous future,” therefore, requires educators 

to be humble, to acknowledge the limits of their own expertise and training. It also, however, 

requires them be creative and proactive about connecting spirituality to other aspects of 

education and collaborating with others on campus with different kinds of expertise. It also 

demands – as did the gardening program and Superior Connections – that rigorous intellectual 

training is integrated with other kinds of experiential learning. Lastly, as part of a broader 

sophisticated environmental education, students must be invited to explore how the history of the 

campus and the norms and structures of academia foster or inhibit rich moral and spiritual lives.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Holism and Fracture: Christian Environmental 
Education at Hope College 
 

 

 In the fall of 1969, a young chemistry professor named Don Williams initiated Hope 

College’s first foray into environmental studies by creating the Institute for Environmental 

Quality and teaching a new undergraduate course called “Science and Human Values.” 

Reflecting on these efforts in May of 1970 he said that “I don’t know of another school that is 

bringing science and religion together in the classroom in this way. God did not give us the 

world to desecrate. We really are our brother’s keeper. Every time we litter the earth, we hurt our 

fellow men. That is where ethics and morals enter the pollution problem.”344  Decades later, 

these environmental values were still alive at Hope, as captured by the college’s website: 

 

The Hope College community appreciates God's gift of creation and believes we show 

respect for God's world through conscientious stewardship of the earth's resources. This 

stewardship includes considering the theological connections with our environment, critical 

examination of our own consumption habits and advocacy for an ecologically just world. 

Care of creation is part of our call to act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with our God 

(Micah 6:8).345 
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 The presence of these values is remarkable given the college’s longstanding culture of 

Christian evangelism and a student body that is predominately politically conservative, a context 

not typically fertile for environmentalism or environmental education. A closer look at how these 

values have been enacted on campus, however, reveals how tenuously institutionalized they are 

at Hope. Moreover, this Christian college reflects many of the same tendencies and challenges 

we’ve already encountered at more secular institutions like UW-Madison and Northland. The 

tension between idealism and opportunism has played a major role as well. For instance, 

recounting his motivations decades later, Williams said: “The very short story of the Institute for 

Environmental Quality is: A name we made up to help get funding.”346  These tensions have 

been compounded by broader cultural and political forces that have made the integration of 

Christianity and environmental education especially difficult. These forces include conservative 

anti-environmentalism; persistent anthropocentrism; hostility between evangelicals and secular 

humanist culture; and the tendency of environmental scientists to see moral and religious 

questions as secondary. The confluence of all these factors — those characteristic of wider 

American culture and politics and those more endemic to higher education — has meant that 

Christian environmental education at Hope has been a fractured experience for faculty, staff, and 

students alike. 

 

Don Williams and the Search for Truth 

 

 In many ways, Don Williams had an apt background for spurring environmental research 

and teaching at a college like Hope. He grew up in Elwood City, Pennsylvania, an outpost of 
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steel mills and manufacturing plants for the larger industrial center of Pittsburgh. He was a 

young boy in 1948 when a blanket of smog killed twenty people and sickened 6,000 in Donora, 

another mill town in the area.347 In describing his childhood environs, he joked he knew why it 

was called “Pitts-burgh” by pointing to his armpit, referring to the ubiquity of pollution.348  

 Williams’ father ran a delicatessen and dairy shop, where young Don spent much of his 

time. It was there he learned how to be a gregarious, humorous, and aggressive salesman, skills 

that would later help him as an academic entrepreneur. He also learned other lessons that stuck 

with him: “One of the things my dad taught me was that you should always leave the store a little 

bit cleaner, a little bit better than you found it. And later I expanded that to mean that I'm here to 

make a difference, extend the Kingdom a little, however you want to put it."349  

 After high school, he left for nearby Muskingham College to pursue a life in the 

Presbyterian ministry. But he found ministerial studies more complicated than he expected. “I 

had a childhood such that I needed black or white answers. I went to Muskingham and in the first 

religion course [I was told]: we’re gonna look at the five ways to see Jesus. Excuse me, five 

ways? I’m looking for the answer.” His interest in religion was also paralleled by an interest in 

science, which at the time, seemed to offer a more clear and precise path to the “Truth:” “I had a 

very good slide rule and I could get three decimal places in science. That was more like the 

Truth: three decimal places.”350   

 Upon graduating with a degree in math, chemistry, and philosophy, he enrolled in a 

graduate program in chemistry at Ohio State University, receiving his PhD in 1964. While he 
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decided to pursue a career in science instead of the ministry, he maintained a strong interest in 

religion, especially the intersection of religion and ethics, and his beliefs became more nuanced. 

When Williams arrived at Hope in 1969, he found it to be a campus characterized by a culture of 

academic excellence, as defined by secular disciplines, and ecumenical religious belief. This 

period of the college history, however, was something of an aberration.  

 

Building the “Correct” Religion 

 

 To understand the peculiarity of this time, it’s important to establish how strong the 

Christian culture of the college was throughout its history, especially compared to other 

Protestant colleges in the United States, such as Northland. Examining this history also reveals 

enduring features of Hope’s culture that in more recent years have shaped the path of 

environmental education at the college: the Calvinist tradition of enforcing strict behavioral 

rules; tensions between Christian ecumenism and orthodoxy; and the importance of the campus 

chapel program in the spiritual and moral lives of students. 

 Hope evolved from the first school in the area, established in 1851 by the leader of Dutch 

immigration to western Michigan, Albertus van Raalte. Prior to his arrival in America, Van 

Raalte was a minister in the official state religion of the Netherlands, the Dutch Reformed 

Church. He had joined, however, a movement of ministers that felt the church had become too 

lax in its beliefs and practices and broke off to create a more orthodox institution. The national 

government had attempted to halt the schism by imprisoning various leaders of the renegade 

faction. Facing persecution as well as an economic depression of the mid-1840s, Van Raalte left 
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for the United States with a group of fifty-three emigrants, and arrived in the New York City 

harbor in the fall of 1846.351 

 At that time, there were already many well-established, prosperous, and educated Dutch-

American communities on the East Coast. For instance, Martin Van Buren, a descendant of 

earlier immigrants from the Netherlands, had just finished his term as President of the United 

States in 1841. Van Raalte and his cadre were warmly welcomed by members of the Reformed 

Church in America (RCA) in Manhattan and encouraged to settle in New York. Van Raalte, 

however, had a vision of settling in a remote region where he could create a vibrant Christian 

community unencumbered by the already crystallized religious practices of others.  

 Only a few weeks after arriving in New York, he gathered his party and headed west 

towards what was then the frontier, Wisconsin Territory. By the time Van Raalte’s group reached 

Detroit on the eastern border of the newly-formed state of Michigan, however, winter was upon 

them. Van Raalte set out to survey land at the western edge of the state versus trying to head 

further to Wisconsin Territory. With the help of a Native American guide, he found what he 

thought was an ideal setting for a community anchored by a college on the shores of Black Lake, 

adjacent to Lake Michigan.352  

 The founding of a Dutch Reform school was something Van Raalte’s church supporters 

on the East Coast had an interest in as well. Their vision was a liberal arts college like that of 

Rutgers College in New Jersey, the antecedent of what is today Rutgers University. The 

institution was originally created as Queen’s College by members of the Dutch Reform church in 

1766 and intended to educate men for the ministry within the Reformed Church. By the 1840s, 
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the curriculum of Rutgers College had been expanded substantially, and students there were 

receiving a broad liberal arts education to become “scholarly, cultivated, and full of Christian 

character.”353 Van Raalte, on the other hand, wanted the new college in Michigan to be a 

theological seminary in line with his orthodox conception of the Dutch Reform tradition, where 

students could be educated in subjects other than theology but with the primary purpose of 

training preachers and missionaries. As historians of the college, James Kennedy and Caroline 

Simon, have explained in detail, these two competing visions – of Christian ecumenism and 

orthodoxy -- have shaped Hope College ever since, making it a dynamic Christian institution but 

also fostering tensions between the increasingly secular norms of American higher education and 

Christian evangelism.354  

 That said, while many liberal arts colleges in the first half of the 20th century drifted 

slowly away from their denominations towards secular identities, Hope never abandoned the 

Christian commitment of Van Raalte’s vision nor its strong connection to the Reformed Church 

of America. Part of the reason Christianity remained so strong at Hope was because Dutch 

Calvinism dominated the broader culture of the area. The community founded by Van Raalte 

was called Holland and most surrounding towns were also given Dutch names like Zeeland and 

Noordeloos. More importantly, those neighboring towns were also founded by religiously 

conservative immigrants from the Netherlands. Only a few years after Van Raalte’s band arrived, 

some residents even found the supposedly orthodox religious community of Holland not 

orthodox enough, and split yet again to create the Christian Reformed Church. Members of this 

new church found “tolerance of Masonic membership, use of church organs, adding lightning 
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rods to church steeples (displaying lack of faith in God), placing flowers on caskets, and even 

church picnics” all straying too far from Calvinist denominational purity.355 They would go on to 

found a rival school in 1876 — Calvin College — in Grand Rapids, Michigan, less than thirty 

miles away.  

 While the intensity of orthodoxy varied from community to community, religion was the 

“central ordering principle of life” for all Dutch Calvinist settlers across the region.356  Families 

read the Bible and prayed after every meal, attended church several times of week, and avoided 

any work on Sunday in observance of the Christian Sabbath. Furthermore, if residents didn’t 

meet the standards of Christian moral behavior prescribed by church elders they would be 

subject to discipline. This practice of close moral surveillance and enforcement was deeply 

rooted within Calvinism, owing its origins to the theocracy John Calvin himself developed in 

Geneva, Switzerland in 16th century.357  

 The church not only enforced rigorous religious belief and proper moral behavior among 

the residents of western Michigan but also the students and faculty at Hope College. In other 

words, the in loco parentis culture of moral education was especially intense at Hope. From its 

official founding in 1866 until the 1960s, almost every seat on the governing authority of the 

school — the Council of Hope College (renamed the Board of Trustees in 1930) — was held by 

a church minister or elder. While there were ebbs and flows in campus culture and policy, a 

number of rules and principles remained remarkably consistent throughout these decades. 

Throughout most of this period students could be expelled for drinking alcohol, playing cards, 

smoking outside their private rooms, or attending dance parties (the college had been co-ed since 
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the 1870s). Chapel at 8am every weekday morning was mandatory for students, as was 

attendance at one of the many churches in town on Sunday mornings. Until the First World War, 

the college even regularly published the number of professed Christian students on campus and 

prayers were conducted every morning for the conversion of those who had not yet formally 

confessed.358 

 Faculty members were expected to serve as good Christian role models, and if there were 

indications otherwise, the church would examine and discipline — or dismiss — the offenders. 

According to the 1928 yearbook, students said of the faculty: “To them we can look as examples 

of the best, and to them we can go for religion that is correct.”359 To ensure that was actually the 

case, it was common practice for the Board to interview students about the religious practice and 

doctrinal adherence of faculty members (at least into the 1950s) and several investigations of 

faculty orthodoxy were conducted in the 1930s and 40s.360 In the late 1940s, elders became 

disturbed by a vision of college written and distributed by faculty which they found too focused 

on secular academics, vague in its commitment to Reformed doctrine, and lacking in explicit 

emphasis on Jesus Christ. In response, they drafted a new statement declaring that members of 

college would “interpret all life on the basis of revealed truth presented in the infallible Word of 

God,” and “to arouse a keen awareness of the power of unseen spiritual forces in the world and 

their importance in the total pattern of living.”361 To ensure faculty adherence to this vision, the 

Board implemented various systems to screen faculty for their piety: The pastors of their 
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churches would be called, there would be explicit questions in the interview about their faith, and 

each candidate would get a lengthy explanation of the college’s “spiritual heritage.”362 Faculty 

members were not required to be members of the RCA but they were required to be members of 

approved Protestant denominations. For example, the college dismissed one instructor in 1947 

because she was a Christian Scientist.363 These efforts were meant to bolster the Christian 

identity of the college, which Irwin L. Lubbers, president from 1943 to 1963, said was “of the 

church, by the church and for the church.”364 

 In the 1950s, while Hope began to adopt practices common across American higher 

education, it remained a staunchly Christian college. Trustee meetings became less focused on 

religious culture and more on college finances. Students from other Protestant denominations 

and other faiths were welcomed.  Chapel, however, remained mandatory and there was even 

assigned seating and ticket machines installed to monitor student attendance. Students who 

skipped faced potential suspension from the school. Faculty were not only still expected to attend 

but still charged with leading chapel services. It’s not surprising then that by 1963 out of 1,571 

students, 62% were still members of the Reformed Church of America.365  

 

Academic Excellence in a More Secular Style 

 

 It was in that year, however, that Calvin Vanderwerf arrived as the new college president 

along with a cultural shift that, as experienced by Don Williams, proved fertile for the emergence 
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of environmental studies. According to college historians Kennedy and Simon, “few people in 

Hope’s history have been more controversial than Calvin Vanderwerf.” Depending on who was 

doing the assessing, he was “praised for rescuing Hope from religious obscurantism and 

condemned for wrecking it on the shoals of secularism.”366 In the camp that issued praise were 

many of the new science faculty like Williams that Vanderwerf helped recruit. One scientist said 

that “He took Hope College from a college that was somewhat sleepy and backward and tried to 

make it into a first rate liberal arts college. I don't think Hope was anywhere near as strong a 

college before Cal came here as it was after he left.”367 

 Vanderwerf was raised in the Reformed Church of America — his father was a minister 

in the church and Calvin was himself an alumnus of Hope — but he did not adopt the 

conservative theological or social views common within the denomination at that time. He went 

on to get a PhD in chemistry at Ohio State University (like Williams) and became a prominent 

professor and chair of the chemistry department at Kansas University, where his central passion 

for academic achievement blossomed, especially in the sciences. During his two decades in 

Kansas, from 1941-1963, he was an active member in “a very liberal Congregationalist 

church”368 and part of a cadre of white leaders who supported the Civil Rights movement. For 

instance, he recruited and mentored several black students in the chemistry graduate program and 

helped recruit Wilt Chamberlin onto the previously all-white basketball team.369   

 When Vanderwerf assumed his role as president of Hope, he did not want to weaken the 

religious identity of Hope, but his primary goal was to raise academic standards and the scholarly 
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reputation of the college. It proved difficult, however, to pursue both goals simultaneously. 

High-quality devout Protestant faculty were difficult find, which meant the college moved 

towards a more pluralist hiring practice. In 1966, the first non-Protestants were hired, including a 

Jewish faculty member, and even one without religious affiliation. Whether intentional or not, 

Vanderwerf was pushing Hope towards having no religious requirement for faculty. Statements 

from this period about the mission and vision of Hope used more and more secular humanist 

language. Moreover, during Vanderwerf’s tenure, enrollment among RCA students went down, 

from 62% in 1963 to 40% in 1970. In loco parentis rules associated with conservative Christian 

culture, including those regarding chapel attendance, were weakened or eliminated. In 1963 

dancing was first permitted. In 1967, the library was opened for study on Sundays and dress 

codes were softened and then terminated altogether. The following year, after it became clear 

students were beginning to rebel against mandatory chapel -- that year, 99 students had been 

suspended for failing to attend — the rules were changed to make attendance required only for 

freshman and sophomores and then in 1970 mandatory chapel was abolished completely. In sum, 

while Vanderwerf wanted to preserve a healthy, close relationship with the Reformed Church of 

America, “the very notion that the church had a right to challenge the academic direction of the 

college… was anathema to him.”370 It was in this campus atmosphere of increasing religious 

pluralism and promotion of academic excellence and innovation that Don Williams believed he 

found an opportunity to launch environmental research and education at Hope College.  
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Establishing the Institute for Environmental Quality 

  

 The most obvious starting point for beginning research was Black Lake — since renamed 

Lake Macatawa — where Dutch evangelist Albertus Van Raalte decided to build his Christian 

community and college in the mid-19th century, and which was now heavily burdened by 

pollution.371 The lake was formed after the last ice age by the Black River flowing west and 

gradually cutting deeper and deeper valleys allowing water to collect. It was kept from flowing 

farther west into Lake Michigan via extensive sand dunes, only occasionally trickling through 

when the water level was high. For centuries, the lake and its surrounding area served as a 

favored hunting, fishing, and agricultural spot for Ottawas prior to Euro-American arrival. The 

lake, together with neighboring wetlands and forests, also served as habitat for a wide diversity 

of plants and animals, including various fish species such as walleye pike, muskellunge, bass, 

and perch.372 

 When Van Raalte arrived, he realized Black Lake could be directly connected to Lake 

Michigan via a widened channel, thus serving as a harbor for ships to sail to and from 

burgeoning settlements such as Chicago and Milwaukee. While the harbor never became the 

economic engine Van Raalte hoped, the location proved to be amenable to further development. 

After arriving, the community of Dutch immigrants began the arduous work of building their 

colony. Over the next few years, they cleared the dense hemlock, beech, and maple forests; hand 
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dug ditches to drain wetlands; erected simple log homes; and established a school so “that our 

children be formed to spread the light of the Gospel in the dark places of the earth.”373  

 By the mid-twentieth century much of the biodiversity of Lake Macatawa had been 

reduced because of human development. The arrival of railroads in the late 19th century allowed 

farmers access to commercial markets throughout the Midwest, spurring them to drain wetlands 

and clear forests well beyond the immediate borders of Holland. The lack of tree canopies – 

together with the increase in impermeable paved surfaces from urban growth -- caused a rise in 

the amount of sediment and warm water flowing from surrounding lands into the lake. Over 

time, these flows inhibited plant growth and increased the water temperature, making it less 

hospitable to a variety of aquatic species dependent on the vegetation as a source of food and 

cooler temperatures for the regulation of bodily functions. Major increases in the amount of 

manure produced by livestock and fertilizers applied to fields resulted in large amounts of 

phosphorus and nitrogen – abundant in both manure and fertilizer -- running off into the lake. 

Growing human populations also meant that more and more human sewage was sent into the 

water. The added nutrients from all these sources allowed algae to proliferate but also 

dramatically intensified a process called eutrophication. Upon dying and decaying, the 

decomposing algal material would reduce the amount of oxygen needed by other species to 

survive. These effects on the biodiversity of the lake were compounded by waste products from 

surrounding industries, such as sawdust from furniture plants that blocked sunlight needed by 

aquatic plants, and heavy metals including mercury from various industries and dump sites that 

reached toxic levels.374  
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 While Lake Macatawa always had a dark color to it because of tannins released by 

decaying leaves deposited from nearby forests (hence the original name of Black Lake), by the 

1960s the lake had become murky and dangerous to human health because of these various 

pollution sources.  For Don Williams, it was Holland’s local version of a what wide portions of 

the American public were coming to believe was a national crisis of water and air pollution.  

 In early November of 1969, just a few weeks after Gaylord Nelson announced his idea 

for a national teach-in, Williams and his fellow Hope chemist David Klein devised a plan to 

create an Institute of Environmental Quality, which they believed “may be a first among small 

liberal arts colleges.” It would be led by natural scientists - the two chemists, a geologist, and 

biologist but “eventually it might include sociologists, physicists and behavioral psychologists.” 

The institute would serve as “an indication of Hope College's concern for its local environment;” 

a forum for research, teaching, and public outreach; “an agency for writing proposals and 

receiving interdisciplinary grants, gifts or project funds;” and a way of “luring to Hope College 

socially-minded students who seek an opportunity to work on relevant research projects.”375 

Grant proposals, such as one to J. Paul Getty, the philanthropist and oil tycoon, were quickly 

drafted to help get the project off the ground.376  

 By February of 1970 the institute was up and running and the study of pollution in the 

Lake Macatawa watershed publicly announced as the focus of initial research. Scientists would 

use the college’s 35-foot research vessel, nicknamed the “Infinity H,” to conduct a series of 

scientific tests.377 Chemists would take samples of the lake sediment to analyze organic and 

inorganic compounds, especially the presence of toxic heavy metals. Geologists would study the 

																																																								
375 Don Williams and David Klein, “Some Thoughts on the Formation of a New Institute (or center),” November 6, 
1969, Institute of Environmental Quality file, Joint Archives of Holland, Holland, MI. 
376 “Dear J. Paul Getty,” Institute of Environmental Quality file, Joint Archives of Holland, Holland, MI. 
377 “Hope College Organizes Environmental Institute.” Holland Sentinel, May 13-16, 1970. 



 181 

flow of water and sediments through the watershed. Biologists would study the effects of various 

pollutants, such as sewage and industrial waste chemicals, on the flora and fauna and the 

presence and flow of heavy metals in the food chain.378  

 

The Re-Consecration of Nature   

 

 In addition to this research, the Institute would launch its first interdisciplinary 

undergraduate course. The course, “Science and Human Values,” would be taught by Williams 

and other faculty from various science departments as well as the religion department. Designed 

as a seminar for seniors, it would cover topics such as “the benefits of science,” the “chemistry 

of air pollution,” “the politics of population control,” “ecology,” the “morality of science” and 

“stewardship of God’s world.” 379 The hopeful vision for the course was that for students it 

would be an opportunity for deep reflection and learning about the environment and an 

opportunity to think about environmental issues in the context of Hope’s Christian culture and 

mission. 

 For this curriculum and his belief that “God did not give us the world to desecrate” 

Williams was drawing on a broader discussion among Christian thinkers happening at the time. 

One of the first American theologians to carefully develop notions of Christian environmental 

stewardship, beginning in the 1950s and 60s, was Joseph Sittler, a professor at the Chicago 

Lutheran Theological Seminary. 380 In his widely-read sermon “The Care of the Earth,” 
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originally given in 1962, Sittler said that the purpose of humans is to glorify God and take joy in 

creation. Taking joy in creation, however, means to take great care in how we interact with the 

rest of creation: “A world sacramentally received in joy is a world sanely used. There is an 

economics of use only; it moves toward the destruction of both use and joy. And there is an 

economics of joy; it moves toward the intelligence of use and the enhancement of joy. That this 

vision involves a radical new understanding of the clean and fruitful earth is certainly so.”381   

 While there were a few others like Sittler quietly laying the groundwork for Christian 

environmental ethics during these decades, it wasn’t until Lynn White published “The Historical 

Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” in 1967 that these ideas began to circulate among a broader 

Christian audience. For Christian apologists, the essay was an attack on Christianity which 

required rebuttal; for others, it made them reflect on Christian values and nature in new ways. 

The broad effect of the essay was to spur widespread debate among Christians and galvanized 

many interpreters of the Bible to find viable interpretations that lent themselves to Christian 

environmental stewardship.382  Some in the evangelical community were provoked as well, most 

notably Francis Schaeffer, a Presbyterian theologian.383 Schaeffer, along similar lines as Sittler, 

argued that among Christians “the death of ‘joy’ in nature is leading to the death of nature 

itself.”384 A careful examination of the doctrines of creation, incarnation, and resurrection could 

reawaken this joy, reveal that nature had intrinsic value, and call humans to take care in their 

God given dominion over the rest of creation. 
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 A few others at Hope besides Williams were influenced by these ideas and debates as 

well, including some students. For instance, in the fall of 1973, Bob Van Voorst, a student 

representative of the campus ministry, wrote a piece in the student newspaper entitled “Genesis 

and Ecology” that was framed as a rebuttal to Lynn White’s essay. White’s arguments had 

become influential not only among scholars but also increasingly among college students. Van 

Voorst notes that the essay had been disseminated to budding student environmental activists, 

including at Hope, through Ecotactics: The Sierra Club Handbook for Environmental Activists, a 

volume created for the first Earth Day teach-ins in 1970.385 Van Voorst reacted to White’s essay 

as a Christian apologist. He said that White’s “shabby scholarship” placed too much emphasis on 

a single verse of scripture, Genesis 1:28, which reads “God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be 

fruitful and increase, fill the earth and subdue it, rule over the fish in the sea, the birds of heaven, 

and every living thing that moves upon the earth.’" Alternatively, if one were to put this verse in 

the context of the whole of scripture then it becomes clear “man is a steward of this world” and 

“Since the earth is the Lord’s, man is responsible to God for his actions.” He provided the 

example from Deuteronomy 20:19-20: “’When you are at war, and lay siege to a city for a long 

time in order to take it, do not destroy its trees by taking the axe to them, for they provide you 

with food; you shall not cut them down.’” When analysis like White’s is rejected, Van Voorst 

argued, “the true light of Biblical stewardship will illumine the path to environmental 

responsibility.”386 
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External Headwinds and Internal Turf Wars 

 

 These earnest and nascent attempts to cultivate a sophisticated ethos of Christian 

stewardship and build a rich environmental curriculum served as part of the motivation for the 

creation of the Institute for Environmental Quality and initial environmental activity at Hope 

during the early 1970s. These more idealistic aims were, however, operating in confluence with 

other more opportunistic motivations and institutional forces. For instance, Williams and Klein 

believed the institute could help in “luring to Hope College socially-minded students” both for 

the purpose galvanizing environmental research and keeping up enrollments.387 Hope 

administrators were also eager to create innovative course offerings to attract new students and 

establish opportunities for students to get research experience, go on to graduate school, and 

build the prestige of the college.388  

 In terms of conducting new environmental research, regularly teaching students, hosting 

workshops and conferences, engaging in local environmental policy, and providing at least a 

basic cultural framework for Christian stewardship, the Institute for Environmental Quality was a 

successful center at Hope through much of the 1970s. Williams, his fellow chemist David Klein, 

and other faculty worked on pollution abatement with local government agencies and through a 

community group called the Holland Area Environmental Action Council. The City of Holland 

did improve its water filtration systems and worked to restore native fish habitats.389 Klein, with 
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Williams assistance, also conducted important research on the prevalence of mercury in the local 

watershed, the results of which Klein was invited to share in a Congressional hearing.390   

 The Institute did not last past 1980, however, and establishing a strong, campus-wide 

culture of Christian environmental stewardship proved challenging. As is almost always the case, 

the vicissitudes of individual lives and careers played a role. Williams said it became harder for 

him to remain energized once his close colleague and fellow chemist David Klein left Hope in 

the 1970s. But there were several thornier challenges. The difficulty or “wickedness” of 

addressing non-point source pollution of the Macatawa watershed was also a factor.391 Once the 

low-hanging fruit of improving Holland’s sewage system and reducing of point-source industrial 

waste was accomplished, the harder work of addressing agricultural runoff throughout the 

watershed was left to be tackled. This proved to be a difficult social, political, and ecological 

challenge, as it has been in many watersheds throughout the United States. 

 Significant local and national anti-environmental politics were also partly to blame. At 

the national level, resistance emerged in the 1970s to federal laws and regulations, which had 

become some of the most powerful tools for environmental restoration and protection.392 In 

Western Michigan, the political support for environmentalism was lukewarm at best. For the first 

Earth Day in 1970, the organizers at Hope managed to recruit President Nixon’s undersecretary 

of the Interior to give the keynote address. To host the speech, they rented the local civic center, 

which seated 5,000. To the disappointment of the organizers, including Williams, only 300 came. 
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“I sold it hard in town. Reality hit me in the face. I’m enthusiastic about the environment and this 

public isn’t. This public is conservative.” As the years wore on, he started to hear similar refrains 

which essentially boiled down to: “‘If Jesus wants a clean environment he’ll come and save it’ – 

or – ‘I’d rather make a dollar’” than worry about the environment. Often support for 

environmental regulation was simply a form of Nimbyism: “‘Just don’t put this shit in my 

backyard.’”393 

 As a result, faculty were tentative about seeming too politically active in environmental 

causes. Those faculty engaging in local environmental policy work did so not as representatives 

of the college but as private citizens. As noted in the alumni newsletter in the spring of 1973, 

“Those on the council are quick to emphasize that their participation is as concerned citizenry, 

rather than as men and women of the college. ‘The college,’ says Williams, ‘must maintain a 

very low political profile.’”394 

 These are familiar obstacles and challenges for many environmental efforts in the US but 

there were other forces specifically linked to the institutional dynamics of the college. On the one 

hand, Williams’ “Science and Human Values” course reflected a genuine attempt to foster 

interdisciplinarity and to integrate moral, religious, and scientific education for students. On the 

other hand, the course and the Institute for Environmental Quality were ensconced in a 

professional culture that emphasized competition for external grants, pressured faculty to 
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produce publications, and spurred interdepartmental turf wars. Williams recalls that he felt 

pressure from the administration to stop focusing so much on what they viewed as parochial 

local concerns: “The local and state money I was drawing for our watershed here and studies 

here was too soft of money and wasn’t going to build our national reputation. [I sensed] that I 

was to win National Science Foundation money, National Institutes of Health money and I was 

to get more national, more basic research [funding]. This [environmental work] was too 

applied.”395 In March of 1973, the Dean of Academic Affairs, Morrette Rider, wrote a letter to 

the president of the college recommending that Don Williams be promoted to full professor. 

Rider praised William’s talents as a teacher “who relates in an outstanding manner to his 

students” especially freshmen and sophomores. Moreover, “Don's research project is well 

conceived, it’s solid, fundable, and will be fruitful.” Rider continued, however, lamenting that 

William’s research progress “is very slow” primarily because of “the burden of his other duties, 

foremost the Institute on Environmental Quality” and his direction of summer programs. 

Fortunately, Williams had achieved a kind of redemption, however, because he “will publish a 

paper this summer, apparently a solid paper of considerable value to the profession.”396 

 It’s notable that in explaining the purpose of the Institute on Environment Quality, Rider 

did not mention environmental education nor contributions to solving environmental problems. 

Instead, he described the purpose as two-fold, essentially a communications strategy and a way 

to bring external grants to the college, and emphasizes the administrative burdens and internal 

conflicts it created. “The Institute on Environmental Quality… was established as a paper 

organization with two major functions. The first was public relations with the Holland and 
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Western Michigan area to seek cooperative attitudes and projects with a variety of agents and 

individuals,” which has been a successful effort. “The second purpose was to provide a means 

for raising funds for the activities of individuals within the Science Departments. This, too, has 

been successful but the administration of this portion of the program has been an excessive 

burden for Don.”397  

 A significant cause for this burden was the need to navigate the sporadic demands of 

faculty spread across campus and the conflicts and rivalries between departments. Rider 

explained that while the Institute’s efforts had “resulted in the availability of funds” it also 

sparked “competition between individual faculty members who are continually plaguing Don for 

support for a variety of uncoordinated projects.” He also said that Williams had not been 

successful in “resisting the negative influence of Tharin and Norton, who have been excessively 

critical of the program.”398  

 Norton refers to Norman Norton, who was the chairman of the biology department at the 

time. The root of the conflict was interdepartmental labor politics. Williams often asked faculty 

from around the campus to give guest lectures for his Science and Human Values course, which 

touched on many issues in environmental biology. According to Williams, rather than seeing the 

contributions of biology faculty as important elements of environmental education for students, 

Norton “resented my taking their faculty time.”399 Based on a document found in the campus 

archives, Norton was a staunch proponent for his own department. He had “earned a reputation 

for energetic and ambitious research in palynology, superb teaching, dynamic administration of 

the Department, and for inspiring undergraduate students in creative research…. Dr. Norton has 
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promoted the biological program at Hope College in many ways, through grants from federal and 

private sources, operation of the Hope College Biological Field Station, and his sponsorship of 

[the biology honors society] Beta Beta Beta on his campus.”400  It’s unclear who the author is but 

it’s likely Norton himself. The document either demonstrates Norton’s sense of his professional 

self or how allies on campus perceived him. In either case, it helps to show the atmosphere of 

competing egos and departments at Hope. 

 The other name from Dean Rider’s letter refers to Cotter Tharin, then chairman of the 

geology department, which he was recruited to create at Hope in 1967. After earning his PhD 

from the University of Illinois he worked as a petroleum geologist for Standard Oil in New 

Orleans. As a geologist intimately acquainted with energy production and management, he 

seemed to believe that he was best equipped to lead environmental research and education Hope. 

Moreover, in the same spring that Dean Rider was writing his letter, the college announced that 

Tharin had been one of only a few dozen faculty from across the country invited to attend a short 

course funded by the National Science Foundation on environmental geology and geologic 

hazards.401 Given this type of selection, it’s likely Tharin felt he was building a national 

reputation that set him up to lead environmental work at Hope. Williams recalled the campus 

dynamics of those years:  

 

Cotter Tharin was an aggressive chairman of geology and he is hunting for a piece of the 

funding pie and he thought the environmental thing really belonged in geology and that, 

as a chemist, I had little to do with it. And that it was time for the chemistry department 

and all its outside money to share some of the money…. We didn’t ever sit and quarrel 
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about money; he just had an attitude: ‘The environment, for heaven’s sake, is geology. 

It’s the earth!’402 

 

Williams also admitted that his own ego contributed to the tensions: “I got an undue amount of 

attention. Alumni newspapers, magazines covered my pictures, my family, outside in boats water 

sampling, working with the local yacht club…. I enjoyed the attention but it [made] other people 

with egos unhappy too and I wasn’t savvy enough to realize it then. I was a young buck trying to 

make a reputation for myself and I ate up all that publicity.”403 

 Williams, Norton, and Tharin represented three of the science departments on campus, all 

of which were being encouraged by president Vanderwerf - himself a scientist - to generate as 

many research publications and procure as many external grants as possible.  For Vanderwerf, 

the scientific departments represented a model for the rest of campus as well. He believed his 

strategy was solidifying the rigor of academic programs, building the status and prestige of the 

college, and ultimately improving Hope for the future. As noted earlier, however, his efforts 

were not well received by everyone. From Tharin’s perspective, “He had done more for the 

college, from a physical point of view and from a monetary point of view, than any other 

president the college had ever had. The problem was that he took people in humanities and social 

sciences and started kicking butt. He said, ‘Listen, in a modern liberal arts college, faculty do 

research.’”404 

 For environmental education at Hope College, this atmosphere of competition, research 

production, and external grant seeking was a double-edged sword. On one hand, this context 
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provided a window of opportunity for an ambitious new faculty member such as Williams to 

initiate the Institute for Environmental Quality and its course offerings for undergraduates. On 

the other hand, it created or exacerbated tensions and conflicts between academic departments 

and reinforced disciplinary divisions. A long-term consequence of these dynamics for 

environmental education at Hope was the lack of a robust interdisciplinary culture and limited 

faculty energies for careful and systematic pedagogy. Decades later, these limitations were still 

affecting the experience of students. The turf wars between departments would abate but 

segregation and lack of curricular integration would persist. 

 

The Narrow Crusade of Student Environmentalism 

 

 Student environmental leadership was also not as strong as it could have been, and the 

type of environmental activism that students engaged in might have served as a barrier to the 

adoption of a campus-wide Christian environmental ethos. There was a burst of student 

environmental activism and participation during the early 1970s at Hope but -- as at UW and 

Northland College -- students tended to follow the lead of administrators and faculty.  While 

Williams and his colleagues were working in late 1969 to create an environmental institute, Dean 

Rider received the open letter being sent around the country by Gaylord Nelson and his Earth 

Day team “encouraging student participation in helping to solve ‘the grave crisis facing the 

quality of the environment and the quality of life in America today.’”405 Rider asked Williams 

and other faculty to begin planning a teach-in as part the national organizational efforts. As 

described by Hope’s student newspaper in February of 1970, “following suggestions from Dean 
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Rider, [faculty] sponsored the first organizational meeting, but since then, the responsibility has 

rested solely on the students.”406 The eventual program was quite tame compared to some of the 

more provocative theatrics at other campuses that were highlighted by the national press. It 

featured a series of lectures from faculty focused on addressing pollution and population control, 

some film screenings, and a presentation by representatives of General Motors describing the 

attempts of automobile manufactures to curb pollution.  

 Another limitation was that the typical framing of moral responsibility among student 

environmentalists was that individual consumer behavior needed to be corrected, and this 

framing was used without explicit reference to Christian values or theology. As such, the 

theological and biblical framing offered by Van Voorst in his 1973 college newspaper essay was 

not common. It’s important to note that there were few models of Christian environmental action 

for the students to follow. Besides Don Williams, there were no other faculty making a clear 

public case for linking environmentalism and Christian ethics. In addition, the work of American 

theologians to develop models of Christian stewardship was primarily intellectual and abstract up 

to this point. Moreover, as scholar of evangelical environmentalism Katherine Wilkinson has 

written, “Beyond putting words on paper…evangelicals’ environmental engagement during this 

period was limited.”407  

 The main goal of the Hope students who organized events for the first Earth Day in 1970 

was to “suggest practical actions for the private citizen to take in order to help solve the 

population and pollution problems.”408 Moreover, they believed responsibility for change rested 

on the individual consumer:  

																																																								
406 “Teach-In to target pollution: plans to offer solutions,” 1970. 
407 Wilkinson, 2012: 16. 
408 “Environmental Teach-In to be Held Wednesday,” The Anchor, April 17, 1970. 
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American big business has been blamed for much evil…. Some would like to blame big 

business for pollution. When it comes to pollution, however, business has simply 

followed the lead of the consuming public…. Manufacturers will stop polluting our water 

and air as soon as we are willing to pay a few extra pennies here and there to encourage 

them. They will stop producing products that pollute as soon as we stop buying them. 

Farmers will stop spraying crops with poisons as soon as we learn to accept an occasional 

worm hole. And the garbage piles will be smaller as soon as we demand products in 

reusable containers.409 

 

 Over the following year, these beliefs were channeled into the creation of a new student 

organization, Hope for the Earth, which was “concerned with litter, lawn destruction and trash 

burning methods at Hope.”410 One of their first campaigns was to develop a campus system for 

recycling newspapers and tins cans which they promoted by saying: “you will be saving yourself 

nasty trips to the garbage can on cold nights, helping Hope for the Earth and be playing an active 

role in expressing your environmental concern.”411 

 The persistent pollution of nearby Lake Macatawa did spur some students to get involved 

beyond these efforts, participating in local scientific research and some even engaging in politics 

and policy work. A student writer for the Anchor in 1972 put it this way: “As a Lake Macatawa 

swimmer tries to remove the lingering algae and faint pickle odor from his peculiarly green 

body, he might ask himself, why doesn't somebody do something? … The campus Hope for the 

																																																								
409 Wayne Vander Byl, “Pollution Action Needed,” The Anchor, February 27, 1970. 
410 Molly Gates, “Earth Week Begins Today,” The Anchor, April 19, 1971. 
411 Memo from Jerry Dusseau to faculty and staff, “Re: Hope for the Earth's Campus Recycling Program,” 1972, 
Joint Archives of Holland, Holland, MI. 



 194 

Earth organization is attempting to alleviate [these] environmental nuisances” including through 

the efforts of eighteen students who were working with a geology professor to conduct an 

ecological survey of the lake.412 Results of the survey would be used to inform city land use. 

Furthermore, some students served alongside faculty for the Holland Area Environmental Action 

Council, focused on changing local policies.413 

 The enduring focus of Hope for the Earth, however, was reforming the individual 

behavior of their fellow students. For Earth Day 1973, they provided a series of “ecology tips” 

that focused on the following kinds of actions: “Don’t litter,” “walk instead of drive,” “take 

shorter showers,” “buy returnable bottles and recycled paper,” and “take all you want to eat--eat 

all you take.”414 That fall, student leaders wrote an outraged piece about the profligate use of 

paper during homecoming weekend. They were “shocked at the callousness of students on 

Hope's campus. At this point in time, America is in a severe paper shortage Crisis [sic]…. The 

use of paper to make floats a few weeks ago was in flagrant disregard to a serious shortage that 

will affect all of us.” They suggest reading library magazines instead of buying them, using cloth 

instead of paper for cleaning, and to “stop playing high school games in the face of a serious 

crisis and leave the toilet paper in the john, not on trees, bushes, in hallways and littered all over 

the streets.”415 

 Sometime in the next few years Hope for the Earth disbanded as enthusiasm among 

student activists for these campaigns dwindled, only to be rekindled in the late 1980’s when they 

were again sparked by the interests of a faculty member. The professor this time was Stephen 
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Hemenway, a member of the English Department. His interest was stirred while running a study-

abroad program for Hope students in Vienna in 1989. He invited an anti-nuclear activist and 

member of the Green Party of Austria to speak to students and found himself being inspired.416 

Upon returning to Hope, he “challenged people to take her message to heart and several people 

responded” by forming a student club called the Environmental Issues Group, which was active 

until the mid-2000s. Again, the focus of this group was on consumer behavior and was not linked 

explicitly to Christian stewardship. While some of their activities involved visiting an “organic 

farm totally powered by wind and solar energy” and hosting an Earth day musical festival, the 

students focused on picking up trash at the nearby beach and working to expand the college’s 

recycling program, “some of them bearing the burden-literally of picking up recyclables from 

dorms and cottages.” Hemenway himself tended to see environmentalism through this lens: “I 

guess what Vienna did was open my ears and eyes to what ordinary people did--not just 

politicians or teachers. And today in Vienna, every street comer has bins to deposit recyclables. 

Every grocery store has a place to drop off used batteries.”417 

 The focus on consumerism and waste isn’t surprising given that it has been a common 

feature of American environmentalism for decades, but this approach may have presented an 

especially complicated obstacle to a more robust and intentional form of Christian environmental 

ethics at Hope. Many scholars and critics have pointed out the limitations of an environmental 

ethos that targets individual behavior as the solution to environmental crises. For instance, 

Michael Maniates argues in his essay “Plant a Tree, Buy a Bike, Save the World?” that this kind 

of approach “embraces the notion that knotty issues of consumption, consumerism, power, and 
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responsibility can be resolved neatly and cleanly through enlightened, uncoordinated consumer 

choice.” Under this ethical rubric “there is little room to ponder institutions, the nature and 

exercise of political power, or ways of collectively changing the distribution of power and 

influence in society.”  In writing about the role of mass media since the mid-20th century the 

environmental historian Finis Dunaway has said that influential “images have helped 

[environmentalists] popularize their cause, but have also distorted their ideas by portraying their 

movement as a moralistic crusade to absolve the nation of its guilt. Ultimately, this dual focus on 

spectacles of crisis and individual consumer choices has hidden underlying causes and structural 

solutions behind a veil of inattention.”418  

 For Dunaway, the use of the phrase “moralistic crusade” has no explicit religious 

meaning, but at a place like Hope the focus on individual consumer behavior may have had 

significant resonance with the college’s Christian culture. As discussed earlier, the strict 

surveillance and enforcement of behavioral rules has been a preoccupation of Hope’s leaders 

since its founding by Albertus Van Raalte in the 19th century, and this preoccupation is further 

rooted in the moral and political philosophy of Calvinism and the Reform tradition. In other 

words, the paradigm of in-loco-parentis rules for student (and faculty) behavior was even more 

pronounced at Hope than at other campuses. This paradigm — which focused on things like 

chapel attendance, attire, and consumption of alcohol — began to dissolve in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s as students resisted, just at the time when some students began taking an interest in 

environmentalism and find themselves “shocked at the callousness” of their fellow students’ 

consumer behavior. It may have been that for the student environmental activists, focusing on 

moral behavior felt appropriate because of the Calvinist moral culture to which they were 
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accustomed. It may have also felt like policing this behavior was a way of cultivating Christian 

stewardship, even though they didn’t use explicit Christian language. (In their byline, the 

students who wrote the 1973 article about paper consumption and recycling did affiliate 

themselves with “MOCP,” the acronym for the student ministry program, Ministry of Christ’s 

People.) At the same time, however, the bulk of the student body was fed up with this kind of 

behavioral surveillance, possibly making them resistant to engaging in environmental activism or 

reflection.  

 While there isn’t sufficient evidence to confirm these dynamics were at work in the early 

1970s, they have proved to play a role in more recent years, contributing to the tenuousness of 

the relationship between Christianity and environmental education at Hope. By the 2000s, the 

rhetoric of environmental “sustainability” had emerged at Hope and campuses across the 

country. While some advocates of sustainability have argued that it serves as a new and 

improved paradigm for environmentalism, at Hope it’s been but a new chapter in the story of 

tensions between idealism and opportunism and the struggle to integrate scientific, moral, and 

religious education.419  

 

Eco-Agents for Sustainability in the 21st Century: Mission Improbable 

 

 While serving on Hope College’s sustainability committee in 2015, senior Evelyn Ritter 

began to wonder why so few of her fellow students were actively engaged in environmental 

activities on campus. She soon realized that the committee — composed of faculty, staff, and 
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two students (including herself) — had been doing almost nothing to actively engage the wider 

student body. “It’s just geared for upper classmen. The way they advertise” was very unexciting, 

she told me. They promoted involvement with the committee as “sitting in…on an administrative 

meeting twice a month. Are we doing anything to reach out to the underclassmen? When they 

first get to Hope, do they have any idea that there’s sustainability things going on?” Based on her 

experience, they didn’t. “I joined the sustainability committee thinking Hope did nothing in 

terms of sustainability. I thought it was zero.” After joining the group, she learned the campus 

was making substantial efforts to reduce waste and cut down energy and water consumption.420  

 To raise awareness and get more students involved she created of a group of student 

“Eco-Agents” who attempted to work through campus housing. Two of the students who joined 

the team were Emma Ropski and Abby Jeavons. “In the very beginning, we would first just 

make signs, like little reminder signs, to take a shorter shower,” encourage students to recycle, 

and “turn off the light when you leave the room,” said Ropski. She thought this would be an easy 

way for students to contribute to campus sustainability since these kinds of efforts were 

uncontroversial and involved “small things that it just seems like should be in your psyche.” She 

imagined these acts would soon lead to hosting discussions and creating action plans for 

addressing climate change and environmental justice. She was wrong.421  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
420 Evelyn Ritter, interviewed by the author, February 6, 2015, Holland, MI. 
421 Emma Ropski, interviewed by the author, February 6, 2015, Holland, MI. 



 199 

The Well-Known Forces of Resistance: Christian Anthropocentrism and Conservative 

Backlash 

 

 Many of the students Eco-Agent Ropski interacted with were resistant to what she 

considered the “small things,” and she found it frustrating and “weird” that “you have to explain 

to people why [they are] important.” For some students, it was a matter of personal economic 

impact. She said, “The way people view it is: I already paid for housing and I don’t have to pay 

for utilities no matter how hot I make it, no matter how long my showers are, how much water, 

whatever – like doesn’t matter. If I leave the lights on, I’m paying the same amount.” Other 

students told her and her fellow Eco-Agent Jeavons that doing sustainability things would mean 

they were “a liberal hippie” or a “tree-hugger.”  They even heard stories of some students 

deliberately leaving lights on because they were annoyed by the posters encouraging them to do 

otherwise.422 

 Ropski and Jeavons linked this resistance to Christian anthropocentrism and political 

conservatism —viewpoints that were common at Hope — and research conducted across the 

United States supports their appraisal.423 Jeavons said that the majority of students come to Hope 

“mostly for the draw of religion. Hope is a very religious campus.” Chapel services were held 

three weekday mornings every week in a Neo-Gothic chapel in the center of campus. The 

services were not mandatory but faculty were not allowed to schedule classes during those times. 

Moreover, Jeavons added that “there’s a million bible studies on campus. You can find any kind 

of bible study you want to.” Christian worship and bible study were also woven into campus 

housing: “every dorm has some sort of conversation [and religious programming] with their 
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RA’s.” As a consequence, “there are definitely people on campus who think in the vein of, ‘God 

gave us the Earth for us to use…. Why have these resources if we can’t use them?”424 Ropski 

said there’s “a political aspect too…. It’s more right-wing, the campus.” In most social contexts 

beyond Hope, she said she seems “to be moderate” politically. But because of her environmental 

activities, “she’s seen as a crazy liberal on campus.”425  

 This viewpoint is encouraged by conservative thinkers and pundits who foster resistance 

to sustainability behaviors because they see it as part of a broader ideological battle on American 

campuses related to freedom of thought and speech, which they believe is under assault by the 

political left.426 For instance, The National Association of Scholars, a conservative think tank in 

Washington DC, published a 250-page report in 2015 entitled Sustainability: Higher Education’s 

New Fundamentalism. They target behavioral changes like the removal of cafeteria trays. 

Sustainability advocates (including at Hope) say their removal curtails food waste and reduces 

water and electricity used for cleaning the trays. But the authors of the report see these efforts as 

a form of irrational paternalistic moralizing: “Persuading a student to repent from his tray 

requires something more than cold calculations of pounds of trash averted from the landfill. It 

takes either a wholesale conversion of his values, or a campaign to convince him that this self-

abnegation actually fits with the values he already espouses.” When colleges succeed “in making 

tray-ditching ‘cool,’ or ‘sexy,’ it will have fundamentally reshaped its students’ values, social 

norms, and lifestyle habits—without lectures, data, or bothersome appeals to reason.” Moreover, 

they argue that sustainability has become “the master narrative of what ‘liberal education’ should 
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seek to accomplish for students and for society as a whole” and a “form of indoctrination” into 

“an ideology that attempts to unite environmental activism, anti-capitalism, and a progressive 

vision of social justice.”427  

 

Rigid Moralizing and Saving Money 

 

 While this assessment represents extreme ideological and polemical hyperbole, I think it 

points to one of the additional challenges facing environmental educators and student leaders at 

Hope that can’t be attributed solely to conservative anti-environmentalism (or Christian 

anthropocentrism). The kinds of sustainability behaviors being encouraged by the Eco-Agents 

seemed to strike at least some students not as political ideology but as heavy-handed moralizing, 

as insistence on rules without sufficient context to explain and discuss the value of those rules. 

The sustainability rules served as a kind of resurrection of in-loco-parentis, which students 

experienced as rigid and burdensome, but this time they were in-loco-sororis or in-loco-fraternis 

— enforced by their fellow students. The student Eco-Agents and members of the sustainability 

committee assumed that the value and moral correctness of what they were asking students to do 

was self-evident. They did not see as a priority the need to create space for ethical (or political) 

discussion and spiritual reflection about how these behaviors did or did not fit within a wider 

moral or religious framework.  

 Paradoxically, while environmental sustainability efforts have often been couched as a 

campaign of moral certitude they are often motivated by financial calculus. In other words, as 

several faculty and staff told me, they are often seen primarily as a way to reduce financial costs. 
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A professor of biology who has taught environmental science courses said that the campus has 

made efforts to reduce energy use “because they were economically advantageous. Hope was all 

for that. Anytime they can save some money, they’ll do that.”428 Furthermore, if a campus can 

tout its sustainability efforts through flashy metrics like the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment 

& Rating System (STARS) developed by the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability 

in Higher Education (AASHE), all the better. Higher rankings are seen as a promotional tool to 

maintain or increase student enrollment and improve the college brand. “The people who make 

decisions on campus have…institutionalized some things that are kind of environmentally 

friendly,” said the biology professor. “I don’t think they have done this typically because they 

have necessarily a deep personal commitment to the environment but because it just seemed like 

to be competitive with our peers it was something we should do.”429 It’s ironic then, that while 

conservative skeptics experience sustainability as hegemonic leftist ideology it’s often more of a 

glorified strategy to reduce campus financial costs and market to prospective students. For those 

invested in the moral and political stakes of environmental sustainability — whether as 

advocates or detractors — this dynamic is unsatisfying, to say the least. For those not invested, 

it’s just business as usual. As a consequence, the rubric of campus sustainability often serves as 

an obstacle to deeper moral reflection about the complexity of environmental issues.430  As will 
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be discussed further below, this obstacle is compounded by persistent features of higher 

education which inhibit integrated curriculum and collaboration across campus.  

 

Environmental Studies: A Hopeful Corner of Campus 

 

 One member of the campus sustainability committee has, however, consistently worked 

to create space for deeper ethical and spiritual reflection about the environment: Steve Bouma-

Prediger, a professor of religion since 1994. As someone raised in an evangelical culture and 

educated in the Reform tradition, he said it took the creation of new theological and moral 

language for him to be compelled to turn his attention to environmental problems. His first 

profound exposure to this language was the book Earthkeeping: Christian Stewardship of 

Natural Resources by philosopher Loren Wilkinson, published in 1980.431 The book was the 

product of a group of scholars led by Wilkinson and ecologist Calvin DeWitt, who conducted 

research just north of Hope at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, Michigan during the late 

1970s.432 DeWitt also helped establish the Au Sable Institute of Environmental Studies in 1979 

in northern Michigan, with a mission to integrate ecological education with biblical theology and 

ethics, of which Hope was included as a partner institution.433  In 2001, Bouma-Prediger 

published his own treatise on environmental ethics and theology, For the Beauty of the Earth: A 

Christian Vision for Creation Care, which he has often used in his teaching.434  
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 Known affectionately among students as “BP,” Bouma-Prediger has been recognized by 

both students and colleagues as an outstanding teacher. When I visited his course called “Ethics 

and Christian Discipleship,” I understood why.435 He was able to facilitate lively discussion 

among the students and provide them opportunities to connect the ethical theories they were 

studying to their personal lives and wider phenomena of American culture. The prompt for the 

class period I attended was: “How do we avoid compartmentalizing our lives in seemingly 

autonomous spheres? How do we extricate ourselves from our culture’s cult of productivity and 

increasingly frenetic pace? In what ways are self-sufficiency and autonomy obstacles to 

kindnesss?” This prompt grew out of readings and lectures engaging the work of philosophers 

such as Aristotle, Alasdair MacIntyre, and Paul Ricoeur and theologians such as St. Augustine. 

The conversation was wide-ranging. There was a series of exchanges about how social media 

can foster loneliness and alienation and how Christian practices of fasting (from technology) 

might be a partial antidote. There was also discussion of how people are treated as a means to an 

end, how people in low-status jobs (including on campus and around Holland) are disrespected 

and exploited, and how Christian notions of love call for a disruption of those dynamics.  

 Other students I met with also spoke highly of Bouma-Prediger’s environmental courses, 

which were central to the environmental studies program on campus. Bouma-Prediger founded 

the program in 2003, motivated by the desire to create a dynamic space for moral and religious 

education about the environment. In the official proposal to the administration, he said that 

“Ecological literacy is not limited to increasing our scientific understanding of nature…. Of 
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special importance here is explicit attention to ethics and the nature of nature.” He argued that 

the program would fit within Hope’s broader mission to include intentional moral education: 

“All education is formative in one way or another, for good or ill, and Hope has over the years 

resisted the pressures to act as if education can and should be ethically neutral. We educate, and 

properly so, for responsible action in and for a wounded world in need.” To Bouma-Prediger, 

this education could not be confined only on the intellect: “Knowing, caring, and practical 

competence constitute the basis of ecological literacy.” Finally, he linked this program to Hope’s 

Christian mission: “Though Christians have not always recognized, understood, or taken 

seriously the ecological implications of their religious commitments, the historic Christian faith 

is full of ecological wisdom and insight…. Hence any college which takes its Christian heritage 

seriously ought to find an environmental studies program a logical expression of its identity.”436 

 One of the environmental courses taught by Bouma-Prediger was a seminar course, 

which included a backpacking trip in the Adirondacks and often had a profound impact on the 

students who enrolled in it. For example, I spoke with one student, Korey Cook, an engineering 

major who said he “didn’t really know too much about the class” before enrolling, other than that 

he’d “heard that [Bouma-Prediger was] a good professor” and “how amazing the trip was.” The 

course, however, “opened up my eyes to a lot of things,” he said. “I had no idea that people 

blamed Christianity for environmental problems. That was something new. It also just showed 

me all the problems and the extent of the problems. They are worse than I thought. I’d heard of 

climate change but there’s terrible problems: water scarcity, air pollution, deforestation, the lack 

of biodiversity.” Moreover, the course inspired him to work on addressing climate change and 

rethink his future: “This class changed my mind about what I want to do with a career. I had an 
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internship last summer manufacturing auto parts…. But this class kind changed my mind and 

made me realize I want to use my degree to benefit the world in some way, not just produce a 

product to be sold.” Cook said that “before I was sort of content with – I just want a good job, 

make a decent amount of money, which you can find a lot of that around here, but now I think I 

want to aim higher to more so benefit the world in a way.”437 He thought the best way he could 

do that was by working on renewable energy projects and was tailoring his remaining 

coursework in engineering to gain knowledge and experience in that field. 

 

Structured Isolation 

 

 Cook’s experience was one of deeply integrated environmental education that included 

significant moral, spiritual, social, and scientific elements, but the more I examined what else 

was happening at Hope the more I realized that this kind of education represented an isolated 

pocket on campus. One reason for this isolation was that Hope had many of the features common 

across higher education, such as departments that seldom interacted, faculty deeply trained in a 

specialized field, and the segregation of academic faculty from student affairs staff.  

For example, the environmental studies program, while it required students to take natural 

science courses for the minor, was segregated from the official environmental science program 

on campus, which offered its own minor. That latter program was created in the mid-1990s by 

faculty in the geology department. It was partly an outgrowth of a longstanding course on 

environmental geology that had been taught for many years by Cotter Tharin, one of the 

scientists competing with Don Williams in the early years of environmental education and 
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research at Hope. It was also an outgrowth of the college administration’s interest in making sure 

graduates had the right set of skills and knowledge desired by employers.438 One science faculty 

member, Brian Bodenbender, told me the environmental studies and science programs exist in a 

relationship of “parallel play.” He said that “we haven’t sought out communication links 

probably in ways which we certainly could.” The demands on faculty time has played a role: 

“Part of the problem for both programs is that everybody is always busy. So, Steve Bouma-

Prediger is running environmental studies; he gets no release time [from teaching], he gets no 

secretarial help…. If he has a dozen students ready to do internships he has to hunt up a dozen 

internships by himself. He’s doing what he can do just to manage the program as it is.”439 

 While there was some interaction across departments and divisions through the 

sustainability committee, attempts to build an integrated educational experience for students 

were limited. Bodenbender said of him and Bouma-Prediger: “We sit on the same committee, 

we’re both on the campus sustainability committee and we certainly talk to each other but we 

haven’t been able to link the programs very strongly. That probably is because we came from 

two different kind of founding ideas in terms of one being very science-focused and the other 

being much more: Let’s look at the ethics, let’s look at the history of the environmental 

movement, environmental literature.”440  

 The lack of collaboration was evident between academic faculty and student affairs staff 

as well, and attention to the moral and religious aspects of sustainability was haphazard. 

Representing the campus housing program on the sustainability committee was John Jobson, the 

Associate Dean of Students. When I asked him to tell me about sustainability at Hope and how it 
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fit with the broader mission of the college, he offered the example of switching from top-loading 

washing machines in the residences to front-loading washers, which used less water and soap. 

“We did that in order to be good environmental stewards of the water…. That was a very 

intentional decision on our part as an institution.” To elaborate on the connection to Hope’s 

mission he said “Well, I think, as a Christian college, we try to model the right thing to do. We 

generally try not to be early adopters. In fact, that’s something that I think we’re conscious not to 

do. We’re very conscious to let other schools work out the kinks and then we kind of go with 

what’s tried and true. I think that’s worked well for us.” Based on what I heard from the student 

Eco-Agents, however, this approach wasn’t necessarily working, at least in terms of engaging the 

wider student population. I asked him if he might discuss further what he meant by framing these 

efforts as the work of a Christian college. He seemed to struggle for words in his response: “I 

think we work really hard to make decisions that are in line with how we — how we see our role 

as — as followers of Christ. We don’t always get it right but I don’t — I don’t think — I don’t 

think as a follower — as a follower you’re ever going to get it completely right but that’s not say 

we don’t, we don’t do our level best.”441  

 The point here is not to criticize Jobson (who had to spend most of his time managing 

complex logistics to ensure all students had adequate housing), but to demonstrate how little 

work was being done to contextualize sustainability and environmental values in the wider 

campus culture of Hope. Jobson acknowledged that “for the majority of students, [sustainability] 

is not on their radar.” When I asked Jobson how much collaboration was happening on campus 

— for instance, between housing, campus ministries, and environmental faculty — to make 
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sustainability more visible, he said “That’s a good question.” He then thought in silence for a full 

twenty seconds before adding that collaboration has mostly been by “happenstance.”442  

 

Going (and Not Going) to Chapel 

 

 As discussed earlier in the context of Northland, the challenges to collaboration are 

significant given the longstanding segregation of student and academic affairs across higher 

education, but they are intensified at a campus like Hope when students are not predisposed to 

embrace environmental values and see no connection between environmentalism and their 

Christian identity. Moreover, the lack of collaboration between environmental faculty and 

campus ministries is especially problematic given the influence of the campus ministry program 

among students.  

 The frequency of chapel services mentioned earlier is but one measure of this influence; a 

more significant measure is attendance, which was typically close to 1,400 people, almost all 

students. That represents over one-third of enrollment at Hope, making the chapel a primary hub 

not only for religious worship but campus social activity in general.443 The vibrancy of the 

chapel program stands in stark contrast to most American colleges with Protestant 

denominational backgrounds, which have followed the path of gradual secularization. The 

architectural historian Margaret Grubiak has argued that the chapels on these campuses have 

become “white elephants,” “expensive but unwanted or useless thing[s]” that “are no longer a 
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place central to the university mission or identity.”444 They often stand empty, used occasionally 

by people seeking quiet space for meditation or prayer or for wedding or commencement 

ceremonies. In contrast, when I walked into the Hope chapel about ten minutes before a Friday 

morning service in February of 2016, it was already packed with students, some dressed in 

button down shirts and business slacks and others in basketball jerseys, pajamas, and “What 

Would Jesus Do?” bracelets. Soon, there was standing room only. The atmosphere was festive; 

attendees were greeting each other with hugs and the space was buzzing with chatter and 

laughter. The service started by the sudden explosion of amplified music from an eight-piece 

Christian folk-rock band that resonated throughout the chapel, bringing everyone to their feet to 

sing along.  

 After a couple of songs, Trygve Johnson, the Dean of the Chapel and head of campus 

ministries, gave a sermon featuring a letter from a fictional friend and colleague named “Charis” 

from a fictional college named “Despondent U,” meant to be juxtaposed to Hope College as its 

opposite.445 The sermon was at times serious and poetic, and at other times filled with humor and 

pop culture references — a mixture attuned to the life-worlds of emerging adult college 

students.446 The topic of the sermon was self-care and relationships, a topic which spoke to the 

anxieties and longings of the audience. Charis began her letter by explaining that one way she 

copes with the doldrums of winter is curl up on her cozy couch and binge-watch romantic 

comedies. In a loving but wry explanation, she says “I’m a sucker for the beautiful single people 

working in boutique coffee shops while trying to be in a serious but complicated relationship all 
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the while fulfilling their impossible dreams, and maintaining personal autonomy and 

independence in a surprisingly large and well-furnished apartment in New York and L.A. 

without gaining any debt.” The line drew laughter from the crowd. She soon reveals the primary 

critique, however, that this Hollywood genre “can feed my own sense of self-isolation and 

loneliness” because it implies that happiness is only found in a romantic relationship.447  

 As the minister, Johnson, read the rest of Charis’ fictional letter he moved into the heart 

of his message about loneliness, belonging, and Christian faith and community. “To avoid being 

lonely I see some students jumping into relationships or just hooking up way too fast, way too 

soon because they want to feel love, they want to feel special to someone, they just want to feel; 

to experience intimacy with more than their own thoughts and feelings.” To these students, the 

message was “don’t despair, you are OK, it’s going to be OK. I want to say to let February be the 

month when you live more fully into the person God is calling you to be.” If you do this, “your 

life is always going to be strong and true whether you’re in a relationship or not.” Johnson then 

cited a theologian who has argued for the importance of loving and intimate “spiritual 

friendships” in our society. To both examine and engage in the depth and complexity of human 

relationships is to “explore the reality of and consequence of the kingdom of God. The reality 

where our identity is relocated in Christ” and in Christian community.448 

 The service was exemplary of the careful, sustained, and intentional efforts the campus 

ministry program made to help students make sense of their place in the world. The tone of the 

sermon I witnessed was characterized by comfort and reassurance, but subsequent sermons that 

month were more challenging, examining issues of social justice with the help of visiting 
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scholars and activists, for instance. In other words, taken as a whole, the campus ministry 

program was offering an integrated form of moral and spiritual education that, at least to some 

degree, combined personal and intellectual aspects designed to help students navigate 

complicated ethical, religious, and social challenges. Based on the high attendance and 

exuberance of the community, this education was resonating with students.  

 While students were flocking to chapel services, hardly any of the Hope faculty attended. 

This wasn’t for lack of Christian faculty. As discussed earlier, faculty hiring policies had ebbed 

and flowed throughout Hope’s history but all faculty members were again required to be 

Christian. Curtis Gruenler, an English professor, said that while the faculty are Christian, 

because “we’ve all been educated in secular graduate programs, that leave[s] us skeptical of 

ministers, unfortunately. We’re skeptical of a chapel program. The chaplains are consistently 

more evangelical than most of the faculty.” He added that “It’s a small minority of faculty that 

show up even once a semester.” He said this dynamic was rooted in the shifts that happened at 

Hope in the late 1960s and early 1970s during the presidency of Calvin Vanderwerf, namely the 

end of mandatory chapel and growing emphasis on research versus teaching. “The big thing that 

changed around the time the faculty stopped being responsible for the chapel program is we 

started being responsible to produce scholarship. All that happened at the same time. It just 

wasn’t a thing before the 60s at liberal arts colleges. You just were not expected to publish. So, 

you could give chapel talks.” He added that “the first person who was hired in the English 

department who published [regularly] was hired in about the mid-60s.” For English faculty 

members prior to that appointment, “if they published it was in the church herald not in an 

academic journal.”449 
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 As Gruenler indicated, the services since the 1990s have tended to have a strong 

evangelical flavor (including the one I attended), whereas the faculty has been more ecumenical 

in its composition, representing a wide range of denominational backgrounds and theological 

perspectives. This distinction became a pronounced source of conflict after the appointment of a 

divisive Dean of the Chapel named Ben Patterson in 1993. Opinions of Patterson were so 

pronounced that according to the college historians, Kennedy and Simon, he caused “the campus 

to erupt in anger and recrimination” towards the end of his time there.450 He repeatedly angered 

faculty with provocative statements, arguing, for instance, that the college should “move from 

being known as an academic institution with a religious heritage to being a religious institution 

with an academic dimension.” He also refused to work with certain members of the college 

whom he deemed to be unorthodox.451 It was Patterson, however, who transformed a moribund 

chapel program —when on average only 50-60 students attended — into the packed evangelical 

services I witnessed.452  

 Unfortunately, Patterson’s tenure, which ended in 2000, instilled a lasting atmosphere of 

suspicion and distrust among the faculty. A faculty member in the religion department, Steve 

Hoogerwerf, told me: “There’s so much fear. [There are faculty] who are just really nervous 

about anything [explicitly] Christian because they are associating it with lots of negative things. 

Like suddenly we’ll stop accepting a variety of viewpoints and there’ll only be one way to think 

about things.”453  

Moreover, many of the faculty didn’t see much of an intellectual aspect to the ministry 

program, furthering the division. Under the divisive leadership of Patterson, many professors and 
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even some student critics found the chapel sermons to be “both anti-intellectual and far too 

theologically conservative” and that they were “encouraging students to become less religiously 

tolerant.”454 The impressions have lingered years after Patterson left, influencing how faculty 

view the campus ministry program whether they have witnessed these anti-intellectual elements 

or not. These conflicts can be put the broader context of what historian Mark Noll — himself an 

evangelical — has argued is a split between evangelical theologians and scholars of other 

disciplines who are Christians. Noll describes what he has witnessed as an endemic anti-

intellectualism within the American evangelical community, which he characterizes as “atavistic, 

populist, pragmatic, and utilitarian. It allows little space for broader or deeper intellectual effort 

because it is dominated by the urgencies of the moment.”455 He says that there are hundreds of 

evangelical colleges but no research universities, making evangelical thought broad but, in his 

view, somewhat superficial. Crucially, there is also a bifurcation between colleges and 

seminaries, meaning theologians do not often interact and share ideas with Christian scholars 

from other disciplines. As a result, Hope faculty, who were not trained in evangelical institutions, 

often feel they are surrounded by students who have been inculcated in anti-intellectual aspects 

of evangelical culture, aspects which are reinforced by the campus ministry program. A common 

sentiment among Hope faculty, as described by professor of English Curtis Gruenler, is to 

question “what can happen in a 22-minute chapel service, which is largely music and a 7 minute 

talk… [It’s] just not very academic. And you know, it can’t be – and the chaplains just don't 

know enough about what’s going on in the academic program to be able to really build those 

bridges.” But Gruenler acknowledged that this impression is based partly on assumption rather 

																																																								
454 Kennedy and Simon, 2005: 192-193. 
455 Mark A. Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, (Grand Rapids: William. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1994): 
12. 



 215 

than evidence. “Maybe the biggest hurdle is just that there are very few faculty who attend 

chapel so we don’t know what’s going on there.” He cited a personal experience as a counter 

example: “On the semesters when I’m teaching this cultural heritage course, we’re reading 

Augustine and Aquinas…and I go to chapel, which I do just occasionally, I’m often able to make 

a connection…. In fact, it surprises me how often what’s said in chapel is something I can refer 

to in that class.”456 

 Johnson, the current Dean of the Chapel, has worked hard over the last decade and a half 

to rebuild relationships with faculty, but said that it’s challenging. One set of challenges are the 

pressures facing faculty to juggle teaching, research, and committee work. Gruenler, the member 

of the Engligh faculty, told me “we all feel kind of overworked as it is…. I’d love to spend more 

time hanging out with folks in student development and campus ministries but my plate is full,” 

echoing what professor of environmental science Brian Bodenbender said about the lack of 

connection between the environmental studies and science programs.457 

 During his tenure leading the ministry program, Johnson has also experienced a lack of 

willingness among the faculty to engage in discussions at the intersection of the science, ethics, 

and religion. Johnson sees part of the reason for this reluctance as “lack of education on our 

faculty’s part on how to think outside of just their discipline.”458 Several of the environmental 

science faculty members, for instance, told me that they avoided explicitly linking scientific 

education to moral or religious questions. They said it’s possible that students in the program 

might have Christian convictions that motivated them to enroll in the program but that many of 

them are motivated by an interest in being outdoors or finding a job after graduation. Moreover, 
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the faculty equated the incorporation of moral or religious aspects into the program as a form of 

political advocacy, which made them anxious. Environmental scientist Bodenbender, told me, “if 

you do too much in the way of advocacy then you essentially forfeit your scientific position, you 

give up the objective scientist part.”459 In other words, the science faculty at Hope felt 

comfortable maintaining what historian Douglas Sloan has called the “two-realm theory of 

truth.”460 Like climate scientists, they tended to hew to the “science-first approach,” believing if 

they did the research properly then it could be disseminated to the others to sort out the moral, 

social, and political issues.461 He said that being more proactive about sharing research results on 

campus might be a way to connect better with the environmental studies program: “We could be 

kind of handing off the data here to people to say, ‘Alright what do we do with the data now? 

How do we make changes happen that might need to happen?’”462 

 This perspective is, however, understandable given recent cultural and political 

developments at Hope. Bodenbender told me that he and his colleagues — in the geology and 

biology departments especially — have learned to keep their own personal spiritual beliefs and 

practices private because they’ve been badgered by what they experience as strident Creationists 

among the study body and their parents.463  The rise of Creationism and resistance to the science 

of evolution, however, is a relatively new phenomenon at Hope. Writing in 2005, historians of 

the college Kennedy and Simon wrote that “evolution never became a contentious issue” at 
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Hope.464 While events like the Scopes Trial in the 1920s brought struggles between 

fundamentalist Christianity and evolution to the forefront of American public life, the college 

managed to avoid controversy by deferring to faculty judgement.465 If the science faculty could 

reconcile their Christian faith with the science of evolution, then they were free to teach what 

they wanted. In recent years, however, reconciliation has looked more like compartmentalization 

of faith and science for many faculty, with detrimental results for students. Hoogerwerf, a 

professor of religion, told me a story about a colleague who exemplified the mindset of the 

science faculty: “What we’ve discovered is compartmentalization is often the easiest approach to 

what to do with faith and science. One of our biology professors, who teaches courses in 

neuroscience, said to me one time – I described compartmentalization and he turned to me and 

said: ‘yeah, that works for me.’ What he meant was, as he elaborated, I do science in the lab and 

I do Christianity at church and I don’t tell church I go to the lab and I don’t tell the lab I go to 

church on Sundays.” Johnson has witnessed this dynamic, saying that reticence among the 

faculty to engage students about religion and spirituality is a reaction to “a kind of hyper-

fundamentalism.” As a result, “when they think of faith they think of – well, I got to talk about 

seven-day creationism and I’ll be professionally eviscerated in my guild.”  

For his part, Johnson, the current campus minister, has been an advocate for Christian 

environmental stewardship — or what he often referred to as “creation care” —since arriving on 

campus in 2005. He acknowledged, however, that he has had limited success engaging students. 

He has tried to raise awareness about caring for Creation in chapel. He’s preached about his 

																																																								
464 Kennedy and Simon, 2005: 83. 
465 The story of the relationship of Christianity to evolution in American intellectual and religious life is a 
complicated one explained by a variety of scholars. See, for instance, Edward J. Larson, Summer for The Gods: The 
Scopes Trial and America's Continuing Debate Over Science and Religion, (Basic Books, 1997); George M. 
Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); Noll, 1992. The main 
point here is to simply establish that the tensions in that relationship constitute yet another obstacle to integrated 
moral, religious, and scientific environmental education at Hope in the 21st century.  



 218 

grandfather, who took him to old growth forests on the Olympic Peninsula and taught him about 

forest ecology. He’s also preached about an influential mentor of his, a scientist who taught a 

class at his Christian undergraduate college called “Humanity in Creation” in which Johnson 

learned that “Earth-keeping is a Christian mandate…. Our care should include humid wetlands 

and arid deserts, the beautiful Western prairie orchid and the not so pretty Houston toad.” But 

Johnson also said he tends to be “subliminal” with his environmental messages to as not to 

provoke a strong negative reaction like those experienced by the Eco-Agents.466 Based on what I 

heard from students, however, it seems Johnson’s sermons have been so subliminal that most of 

them were oblivious to the underlying message about Christian stewardship. 

One of the consequences of all these dynamics – cultural and epistemological fissures, 

administrative segregation, a culture of fear and distrust -- is that students can feel lost or don’t 

engage in conversations or activities they otherwise might. Professor of religion Hoogerwerf told 

me that he recommended to a student that she take Bouma-Prediger’s introductory course on 

religion, ethics, and the environment, which had opened the eyes of other students. She wouldn’t 

take it, however, believing it was “too much of a stretch…that she should care about the 

environment because of her faith.” I heard stories from various faculty members in both the 

natural sciences and humanities about students who enter severe personal crises regarding the 

relationship of science to their faith. As Hoogerwerf put it: “many of them have been taught at 

Hope that they can either be Christians or scientists but not both.”467  
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CONCLUSION 

Towards Better Kinds of Moral Education 
 

 

Just a little over a year after Northland student activists staged a mock funeral for the 

college’s mission, they achieved their goal: the college divested fossil fuel securities from its 

endowment. The press release announcing the divestment quoted the Board of Trustee member 

Mike Fioro: “To truly embrace our environmental mission, it is incumbent upon us to mindfully 

remove fossil fuel companies from our endowment portfolio…. I’m proud to say that the 

Northland College Board of Trustees has embraced this initiative.” One of the student activists 

who led the campaign celebrated the divestment as “one small step toward a more sustainable 

future that combats climate change and those culpable in perpetuating it” and called for 

additional progress as part of the “global movement of environmental and social justice.” 

President Mike Miller spoke glowingly of the student leaders: “This is campus activism at its 

best…. Educational institutions have a unique responsibility to divest from fossil fuels and help 

usher in the transition to a renewable energy economy that works for all, especially the young 

people for whom they exist.”468  

The press release also mentioned another crucial factor in the decision, referring again to 

the trustee member Fioro who, in addition to being a graduate of the college, brought decades of 

experience in the financial service industry to the board. “Based on data from the last 25 years 

looking at portfolios that incorporate fossil fuels and those that don’t, Fiorio, who sits on the 
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College’s Investment Committee, concluded that there would be little-to-no long-term impact on 

returns.” In other words, in making this decision -- or any other major financial decision -- it was 

among the board of trustees’ core responsibilities to not only further the mission of the college 

but also ensure that there would be no harm to the long-term financial health of the college.  

These dual motivations – an ethical imperative to transform our society and economy in 

profound ways and the need to protect and augment the financial stability of existing institutions 

– have played a crucial role in the development of environmental programs from the beginning. 

All too often, narratives about the history and purpose of these programs highlight and embellish 

the former and downplay, simplify, or even obscure the latter. As I’ve tried to demonstrate, these 

dual interests may sometimes align nicely, such as in the case of fossil fuel divestment, but don’t 

always, as in the case of the campus gardens at Northland. My argument is not that a lack of 

commitment to ethical imperatives regardless of cost, or the promotion of environmental 

education and research for economic benefit represent hypocrisy. These two motivations 

constitute not a contradiction but the moral complexity facing those who are working to shape 

college and university campuses, especially those who are motivated by the combined values of 

environmental responsibility, economic security and stability, and justice. Careful attention to the 

interplay of these simultaneous motives and values – that do not always work in harmony -- as 

well as other internal tensions and paradoxes within environmental education are required for 

robust forms of moral education. Cultivating this kind of attention among students is essential for 

achieving the tasks put forth ethicists Kiss and Euben: to notice and articulate moral values 

already present; to practice, with great care, making moral judgements and acting on them; and 

to discuss and debate moral quandaries with rigor but also humility and empathy. 
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College students drawn to environmentalism have often been driven by ethical 

imperatives; they’ve learned about the failures, crises, and injustices caused by the systems 

around them. Environmental education has offered them a way of understanding the complexity 

of these problems and inspiration to solve them, sometimes in radical ways. It also tends to offer 

them the opportunity to put their values into action by trying to transform the campus around 

them.  

Environmental programs, however, haven’t always offered students a clear picture of the 

institutional dynamics of their campuses, of the complex political economic, cultural, social, 

moral and spiritual forces at work. Moreover, many of these forces have been at work for a long 

time: the shunting of moral education from the formal academic curriculum, the segregation of 

classroom learning from the rest of student life, and the secularization of most institutions and 

disciplines.  

This educational shortcoming has meant the expectations of students, both of themselves 

and their colleges and universities, can be not only very high but misguided. These expectations 

are furthered by the ambitious rhetoric of environmentalists at large. For instance, Naomi Klein 

says, in her widely-read book This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. The Climate, that “if we 

continue on our current path of allowing emissions to rise year after year, climate change will 

change everything about our world” including the inundation of cities and vulnerable societies 

because of sea level rise, and devastation caused by extreme weather events. Averting these 

disasters will “involve changing everything.” She goes on to say that “the urgency of the climate 

crisis could form the basis of a powerful mass movement, one that would weave all these 
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seemingly disparate issues into a coherent narrative about how to protect humanity from the 

ravages of both a savagely unjust economic system and a destabilized climate system.”469  

Klein is not necessarily wrong about the urgency of climate change or the opportunity for 

transformational social change, but if college students inspired and provoked by these messages 

aren’t provided substantial, intentional, and careful mentorship, they are in danger of falling into 

a mix of unproductive frustration, confusion, desolation, apathy, or developing a posture of 

indignant sanctimony as they go about trying to change the world around them.  

Several of the educators I encountered in my research offered instructive models for this 

kind of mentorship and education, which I believe has several crucial features. First, it requires 

teachers courageous enough to pair their deep expertise with a willingness to be vulnerable, to 

show students, as Alan Brew, the director of the Superior Connections program at Northland, put 

it, “that I don’t have all the answers, and I also have complexities in my life.” The expertise of 

scholars is a great gift to the world, but it can also function as a form of impenetrable armor, 

inhibiting their ability to engage with students and non-experts in the complexities of human 

lived experience, and blocking their capacity to nourish other parts of themselves and their 

students aside from intellectual prowess. Another related aspect of Brew’s approach was the 

importance of the mentor learning along with the mentee. In other words, mentorship in this vein 

creates space for the creative insights and subjective experiences of students to have substantial 

value alongside the wise and hard-won expertise of the teacher.  

This model points to a second crucial feature of careful mentorship and moral education: 

a focus on relationships, not just across academic disciplines and intellectual frameworks, but 

also across different kinds of professional training and backgrounds, and ultimately between 
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human beings with their (often bewildering) mix of talents, wounds, identities, and aspirations. 

Betsey Harries, the sustainability coordinator at Northland, showed a profound commitment to 

building these kinds relationships and helping students develop the skills necessary to develop as 

well. Her efforts were in stark contrast with Reid Bryson, the primary catalyst behind the 

creation of the Institute for Environmental Studies at UW-Madison, who prioritized the 

intellectual and formal disciplinary aspects of relationship building to the detriment of other 

aspects – and other people.  

A third feature – which speaks to the historical particularities of academia in the 20th and 

21st centuries – is a softening of strident academic secularism. As Trygve Johnson, the Dean of 

the Chapel at Hope College noted, the hostility towards religion and spirituality generated by 

many academic institutions fosters myopic stereotypes about what it means to hold religious 

beliefs, furthering problematic dichotomies between the life of the mind of the life of faith. It is 

true that among religious believers there also needs to be a softening of dogmatic orthodoxy, 

acerbic intolerance, and rigid moralizing, but I believe that those maintaining the current cultural 

norms of academia, an institution much more prone to the vices of secularism than religious 

dogmatism, have an obligation to make higher education more amenable to spiritual life. As 

David Saetre, the former campus minister and professor of religious studies noted, intellectual 

rigor can coexist with “a profound openness to religious experience and the articulation of that 

experience in others.” 

Valorizing these aspects of teaching and mentorship – which emphasize human 

vulnerability, intimacy, subjectivity, and self-reflection, raises a difficult question: can these 

features be institutionalized on college and university campuses? I believe they can, but only to a 

certain degree. Formulaic curricular models or bureaucratic policies and procedures that dictate 
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how educational communities should foster more vulnerability and holistic relationships will, at 

best, be ineffective or ignored and ridiculed as sentimental absurdities and at, worst, create 

opportunities for pernicious manipulation and significant emotional, psychological, or spiritual 

trauma. That said, I believe Northland’s Superior Connections program demonstrated that careful 

and systematic institutional efforts can be made to foster the kind of mentorship and moral 

education I’m calling for here, to at least maintain and promote them as crucial if not totally 

pervasive features of campus life. The program was the result of the investment of significant 

financial resources, creation of time and space for intentional and sustained dialogue about 

pedagogy among educators from across the campus community, and the freedom and support 

granted by the institution for teams of individuals with the right mix of passion, creativity, and 

sagacity to implement new pedagogical forms and structures. The last element – the freedom of 

individuals -- points to yet another paradox at work here, which is that the cultivation of 

sophisticated, careful, integrated moral and environmental education within campus spaces is 

dependent on the flourishing of the special talents and virtues of individuals, something that can 

never be fully institutionalized.  

Before returning to some of the lessons of this project more specific to environmental 

education, I want to highlight one last more generalizable aspect of sophisticated moral 

education that reappeared over and over in my research: the importance of learning and 

reflecting on the history of one’s campus. In the early stages of imagining the contours of this 

project, I was focused on exploring the development of environmental and moral values among 

communities with distinct cultural, political, and religious values. As the project design solidified 

around investigating the formation of values on college and university campuses, my research 

and analysis became more and more focused on the dynamics of education and higher 
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educational institutions and drew me deeper into reflecting on my values and experiences as a 

teacher as much as my work as a scholar. Some of the most surprising and important insights I 

gleaned were from the work of historians of higher education, the diligent analysis of 

institutional historians for each of my case studies, and conversations with thoughtful campus 

community members with knowledge or personal experience of key historical developments. I 

have come to believe that the work and wisdom of these formal and informal campus historians 

are all too often neglected in favor of focusing on other kinds of knowledge and an emphasis on 

future endeavors inadequately informed by the past. In trying to make sense of the shortcomings 

of the educational experience of the student gardeners at Northland, I argued that if they were to 

be “encouraged to imagine and experiment with creating a more ‘sustainable, just, and 

prosperous’ campus then they need at least a careful orientation to how and why campuses 

resources are acquired and managed.” Given how fractured and segmented contemporary 

campuses are and the lack of knowledge among not just students but faculty, staff, and 

administrators about their campus histories, it’s difficult to imagine who might provide this kind 

of orientation. It may be that a concerted effort is needed to maintain a team of people – just as 

was done in the Superior Connections program – who are regularly examining and reflecting on 

the campus as a complex historical and geographical system, and building a curriculum of sorts 

to engage other members of the campus community. Crucial members of an ideal team would be 

well-trained historians of higher education attentive to the complexities of institutional history.  

For environmental education more specifically, the dangers of insufficient and 

fragmented mentorship are compounded at campuses like Hope College, where many students 

have been steeped in anti-environmental politics and anthropocentric worldviews. The dearth of 

careful mentorship heightens the risks of reinforcing hostility not only to environmentalism but 
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even learning and discussion about environmental issues. It’s true that powerful, self-serving 

parties have invested abundant energies preserving an ecologically irresponsible and unjust 

status quo.470 Unveiling and fighting against these forces continues to be crucial for change. If 

messages like Klein’s, however, are always presented with self-righteous moral certainty or can’t 

engage people with a diverse set of cultural, ethical, and religious backgrounds, they are unlikely 

to reach those that aren’t already convinced.  

If we environmental educators fail to engage students (and each other) in an honest 

examination of the complexity of our higher educational institutions and the unfolding history of 

environmental programs, we run the risk of failing to prepare students to navigate the complexity 

of the contemporary world around them. The mentorship and moral education needed to avert 

this failure will require not only significant financial resources but also thoughtful attention to 

how those resources are procured and the implications of that procurement. It will also involve 

educators continually reflecting on how our own institutional and professional norms and 

structures both encourage and inhibit our ambitious aims. Part of this reflection will involve 

rigorous critique and pushing each other to abandon faulty thinking and problematic biases. But 

it will also require faculty, staff, students, administrators, and those in close relationship with our 

campuses to be kind and vulnerable with each other. These requirements constitute profound 

challenges, but so does the task of human moral responsibility on planet Earth. 

 

 

 
																																																								
470 For a potent, revealing, well-researched, and exemplary examination of the role these parties have played in the 
science and politics of climate change, see Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway. Merchants of Doubt: How A 
Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming. (New York: 
Bloomsbury Press, 2010). 
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