Holly Hughes

Introduction to Teaching Activity #1: Using a Reflection Activity in the Field to Deepen Student Learning 

Introduction/Context 

 As an English instructor, I’ve taught several coordinated studies classes over the last 20 years at Edmonds Community College that have focused on sustainability issues, combining my field of writing with the disciplines of Mythology, Sociology, Philosophy, Environmental Studies and Biology.  All have asked students to learn and integrate material from two disciplines; each, in its own way, has not only conveyed the knowledge of its respective discipline, but has also raised awareness of the need for change in our values and behaviors. If we’re lucky,  we might hear from students later that the class made a difference, but mostly, we have to trust that once the students are presented with compelling information about the state of the earth, the changes in attitudes and behaviors will follow; that is, if they don’t become overwhelmed, depressed or cynical instead.  How can we ensure that they become more engaged citizens, better able to navigate the complexities of the 21st century, better equipped to forge a “creative response” to what faces citizens of the planet in the years ahead?  This is what we’re trying to address in the activities we describe below. 

Background on “Exploring Natural History in Word & Field”:
For the past seven years, my colleague in Biology, Dr. Hans Landel, and I have taught a coordinated studies class called “Exploring Natural History in Word & Field” in which we ask students to not only learn natural history—both in the field and on the page-- but to participate in environmental restoration projects with non-profit organizations working in the community. Over the years we’ve taught together, we’ve observed that the combination of field trips with a hands-on Service Learning project provides a critical opportunity for a different level of engagement, engagement that allows students to address the affective dimension of these problems.  Through the hands-on experience of working to restore a wetlands or other environmental restoration project, our students are more likely to see themselves as active citizens of a larger community.  Over the course of teaching together several quarters, we’ve also learned that how we structure this activity matters; in order to deepen their learning and increase the likelihood of engagement, we need to include carefully structured reflective activities throughout the quarter-long project.  This teaching activity will address the Field Forest Project, specifically.  For information on the  Service Learning Project, see “Using Reflection Activities in Service Learning to Deepen Student Learning.”
Description of Old Growth Forest Project & Reflective Activities
We typically offer this class in the fall, so that we can take our students on several field trips, culminating in a weekend field trip to Mount Rainier and an old growth forest, where they have the opportunity to practice identifying native species, learn to run a transect and collect data. After spending the morning at the Pack Forest experimental station collecting data from several different age forest stands, we load our students into vans and drive up to the Twin Trails trailhead, where we split into groups to take the students deeper into this old–growth forest.  After a 20 minute hike in which we ask them to observe how the old growth forest differs from the younger forests we’d visited that morning, we do a Reflection activity.  We ask our students to find a place to sit quietly alone, preferably where they can’t see or hear another student.   Because they’ve spent the morning engaging their left brain in collecting data, it’s important that they also spend some time alone with the forest so they can experience it on an affective level. (See Forest Reflection).  Indeed, many of them report that this is the most meaningful part of the field trip (see sample Student OG Forest Reflections  in Supplemental Materials folder)     


When we return to class, we encourage students to use their experience in the Old Growth forest to help clarify their stance for their Position Paper:  Using other sources and their own experience, be able to articulate their position on the logging of old growth forests: should it be allowed and under what circumstances?  If not, what are the arguments for prohibiting logging in old growth forests? The Position Paper asks them to synthesize research with their own experience, giving them an opportunity to combine intellect & affect, thought the form is presented as an analytical paper, which is required by the English department.  
IV. Supplemental Materials (in separate folder) 
A. Class Materials:

· Syllabus (posted)
· Survival Handbook (posted) 

· Seminar Paper #2: Position paper (posted) 
B. Sample Student Responses 

· Sample Student Forest Freewrites   (posted)
