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History in Environmental Education

The experience of the Cape Town Centre for Conservation Education

Sigi Howes, Centre for Conservation Education and Education Museum, Western Cape

Abstract The Centre for Conservation Education is an environmental education museum that works with primary and secondary age range. Founded in 1989, it has developed a role that focuses upon issues of identity and conservation for the new South Africa that has emerged out of the crucible of the period of transition from Apartheid to Democracy. The Centre copes for both pupils and teachers, and has a wide range of active and inter-active  learning experiences. Its educational provision is  in line with the new South African curriculum that is Afro-centric in contrast to the pre-Apartheid emphasis upon the cultural heritage of the West. The Centre is grappling in a constructive, creative and hopefully effective way with the challenge of meeting the needs of both pupils and teachers with a wide range of ethnic, cultural and educational backgrounds. The very survival of the Centre is a testimony to the sensitivity it has shown in being needs driven and responsive to the current political zeitgeist with its educational ramifications.
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The Centre for Conservation Education is a unique educational institution in the services of the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) that has been operating for 17 years, providing environmental education to primary and secondary learners. Teachers book a date and a topic, and bring their learners to the Centre or one of our off-campus sites. Working from 1989 until 2006 means that for the most  of our existence, we have had to cope with change in some form or other. I want to share with you how we have adapted and coped with some of the challenges.

Many definitions exist for the word environment, and even more exist for environmental education. At the Centre, we see the environment as everything around us, and falling into 3 categories: the bio-physical, the built and the social. But as the title of this paper suggests, history is a part of the environment in which we live, and therefore a part of environmental education. the teaching of history forms an integral part of our teaching programme. There are many environmental education service providers in Cape Town, but not many have a history focus, and those that do, like museums, seldom see their work as environmental education. 

We started life in 1989 as the Education Museum. This coincided with the 150th anniversary of the then Cape Education Department and we are based in an old school dating from 1836. From the outset, the functions of the Museum were education and research, the promotion of conservation, and the collection and display of artefacts. And like school museums elsewhere in the world, it offers children an opportunity to experience what it was like ‘when great-granny was at school’ in a hands-on history experience similar to other museums of its kind (Sovereign Hill in Ballarat, Australia; British Schools Museum, Hitchin, UK and many more). 

When the ‘green movement’ began to sweep the world, the Education Museum too was affected. From an early curriculum that focused initially on history and the conservation of the built environment, a progression to include the bio-physical environment was inevitable. It was felt that the name Education Museum no longer adequately described the range of our work, so in 1995 the name was changed to the Centre for Conservation Education. This was also a prudent political move. In 1992, when the new government took over, there were three museums dedicated to the history of education in South Africa; ours is the only one that was not closed.

We have worked tirelessly over the past 10 years to make ourselves as indispensable to the Education Department as possible. We have broadened our services to providing a reference library for research, assistance with research on school histories, period exhibitions for schools’ anniversaries, visits to schools to speak at assemblies and staff meetings, workshops for teachers, special programmes for special environmental days such as Arbor Week, free distribution of environmental posters, and a big interactive exhibition for International Museum Day. And of course, a daily educational programme that is varied, interesting and that has curricular relevance. 

When schools book a lesson at the Centre, they come for the entire morning. Our lessons are generally 3 hours long, because the schools often have to travel great distances to get to us, and as transport is expensive, we feel that we owe it to the schools to make the trip worthwhile. Gone are the days when teachers took their classes on outings designed purely for fun and enrichment. Instead, they have become much more discerning and more critical of how lessons are presented by service providers such as ours. We see this as a good thing, because it keeps us on our toes and forever looking for ways in which to improve. Every teacher is given an evaluation sheets that requires them to assess how the lesson meets the Learning Outcomes and Assessment Standards they seek, and if they fail to see the link in our lessons, we know we must go back to the drawing board. 

The lessons must be special, something the ordinary teacher cannot do in the ordinary classroom. So we use specialised equipment where possible, such as our lesson on games of yesteryear, we let the children play with old marbles (sodies), tops, catapults (very controlled for safety reasons), skipping ropes and so on. We also aim for a high degree of learner activity, so we always strive to make our lessons as practical as possible. We use the Environmental Action Model designed by O’Donoghue (2001) for most of our lessons, namely that environmental education: 

· Is about the environment

            Information
· Should be in the environment

Experience
· Is for the environment


Action
Our archaeology lesson, for example:

· The children are first given the information to do these activities carefully and properly (Information);

· They proceed outside where an archaeological site has been recreated and where they dig up stone-age implements (Experience);

· They go through the processes of sifting, cleaning, identifying, labelling and writing up the artefacts they discover; they have to report back on their findings and show that they have understood the importance of conservation (Action).

One of our biggest challenges was to make sure that our programmes are in line with the new National Curriculum Statement (NCS). Luckily the NCS has a strong emphasis on environmental education and sustainability in most learning areas and subjects. We have lessons on water conservation, river ecology, fynbos economy, waste management, attracting birds to suburban gardens, global warming, climate change, the rocky seashore and beekeeping, all adapted to the different levels of learning. And History lessons on archaeology, examining and interpreting historical sources, games of yesteryear, oral history, the South African War, ‘When Great-Granny was at School’ and the Industrial Revolution and mass education. To us, seeing history as an integral part of environmental education is second nature now. We try to integrate different curriculum disciplines as much as possible. See, for example, our lesson called ‘Bees at Work’ in the Appendix.
The new history curriculum, particularly at primary school level, differs vastly from the old. For one thing, it is far more Afro-centric, whereas the old one was more Euro-centric. This not only means content that heeds African history and achievement, but also allows silent voices of history and marginalised communities to be heard. Indigenous knowledge systems are recognised and oral history is a strong focus. Consequently we have recently developed a lesson in medicinal plants, which is already becoming quite popular, and we have an oral history lesson that involves children interviewing older members of the community and recording the results. But first we teach them what kind of questions to pose and how to ask them. History also lends itself to nation building and is an opportunity to heal the divisions of the past. 

This means a paradigm shift in planning lessons and one has to look for examples of shared history, in other words, common experiences, despite our differences. Sometimes historic accuracy has to be sacrificed in the interests of sensitivities. Take our lesson 'When Great-Granny was at School'. While early schools at the Cape were often mixed, the masala was generally white, coloured, Malay and the children of free slaves; there were very few indigenous African people. Most former white schools are now multicultural, with Xhosa-speaking learners, and it would be unacceptable to differentiate on the basis of historic accuracy. We strive to make all children feel comfortable in the role-play, so we don’t mention the issue of race at all unless the children ask. And sometimes they do!

During the apartheid years, our Centre received mainly groups from white schools. Suddenly, in the early 1990s, we had new clients from the Coloured and Black communities, and children whose experience of life was often very different from our own. Most of our teachers began their careers in white schools, and were not familiar with the problems faced by many of the schools on the Cape Flats, and most had never taught black children. By way of example, in our culture, when we speak to a child, we expect the child to look us straight in the eye. A Xhosa child will respectfully lower the eyes and avoid eye-contact, because this is how a child shows respect for an adult. We had to learn a lot of things fast! Extra care is required when handling children of cultures other than our own, and in making sure no-one is offended. Our teachers have had to learn many new skills and sensitivities. But these experiences have also been enriching and have broadened our experience of humanity.

Language is still a problem, however. Most of the children from the township schools are Xhosa-speaking and their English teachers are not first-language English speakers. This means they don’t easily follow the English that we use in our teaching. We’ve tried several methods: watering down the content; keeping the lessons simple and practical; letting the class teacher translate; and in the end, we felt that the best would be to have a Xhosa mother-tongue speaker to do the lessons, and so we have been petitioning the Education Department for such a post. This year it has at last been granted, and it will go a long way towards us being better able to serve these schools.

One of the other things we found is that many of the township teachers have a very sketchy knowledge of history or the environment. So now, every year, we run about 6 workshops for teachers, and they are generally well-attended. We have also started producing Teachers Guides for our lessons which give teachers facts that they can use in their own lessons, things they can do to prepare their learners for a visit to the Centre, ideas for follow-up activities, links to the curriculum and worksheets. These have been well received, but take a long time to produce. 

At the other end of the scale we have client teachers who are sophisticated, knowledgeable, insightful and who know exactly what they want. We have found that since the introduction of the NCS, teachers prefer to book for lessons and activities that have a strong link to the curriculum, and consequently we have had to do a lot of self-examination of what we offer to the schools, and many lessons have subsequently been discarded and new ones introduced.

This is the pattern of education. In the environment, things change all the time. As teachers, we find that we have to make sure we are up do date with environmental knowledge and issues, as well as current methodologies. We can never sit down and think: now we know it all, we have the experience. Last year saw the launch of the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development. It has 3 main focus areas:

1. 
Environmental Protection

2.
Economic Development

3.
Social & Cultural Development
In a country like South Africa, which is developing very quickly, we have to be extra vigilant of the pressure that development puts on our natural and cultural heritage. So our work will never be done. Luckily, we love it and believe in it, and while there are dedicated educators, who believe passionately in protecting our environment, we can continue with our calling: to teach others to care for the earth today and protect what we had yesterday for tomorrow.
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APPENDIX

	Responsible Teachers:             Anton Fortuin, Nicci Hoal, Myrtle Edwards, Mark van Rensburg, Sigi Howes

Focus Learning Area:               NATURAL SCIENCES                                                   
Time allocated per lesson:       3 hours

This presentation can, with inputs from their teachers, be adapted for learners with special needs.


	LESSON:
	Description
	Practical Activities
	Integrated Learning Areas
	Grade 4
	Grade 5
	Grade 6

	Bees at Work


	Honeybees have been farmed successfully for thousands of years. This lesson can be adapted to suit Grades 5 – 12, according to the Learning Outcomes. 
	Worksheet for each Grade in line with the assessment standards.
Group work
Pictograms
Poetry
Making models of bees
Imitating bee dances
Assisting with extraction (only   twice a year)

Opportunities provided for teachers to record their learners’ responses during the lesson
	· Languages

· Social Sciences

· Arts and Culture

· Life Orientation


	
	Knowledge Focus

Life & Living

· Life Processes

· Interactions in    Environments

Energy & Development

· Food & Cooking

Learning Outcomes

LO 1: Scientific Investigation

LO 2: Constructing Scientific    

          Knowledge

LO 3: Science, Society & 

          Environment 

Assessment Standards
L can label a picture of a bee’s body; classify bees as insects; understand the historic relationship between humans and bees; demonstrates an understanding of IKS; understands simple ecology; lists the uses of bees; suggests safety 
	Knowledge Focus

Life & Living

· Life Processes

· Interactions in Environments

Energy & Change

· Food Production

· Development & Poverty Relief in South Africa

Learning Outcomes

LO 1: Scientific Investigation

LO 2: Constructing Scientific 

          Knowledge

LO 3: Science, Society & 

          Environment 

Assessment Standards
L can list different sources for honey; label a hive; understand how bees communicate; put in order the stages in the life cycle of the bee; understand the role of bees in the environment; evaluate beekeeping as a hobby and source of income for poor rural communities; describe safety measures for working with bees.


