
Editor's note: The following two articles explore how permaculture (an approach to designing human
settlements and agrictdtiiral systems that mimic the relationships found in natural ecologies—see
Wikipedia and a slew of online sources for further definitions) relates to education. The first compares

permacultureh principles and practices to those of holistic education, and the second is an experience-
based users' guide to teaching permaculture utilizing permaculture principles. While covering similar
ground, each takes a distinct angle which tve hope readers and educators will find both illuminating
and use fid.

Permaculture and Holistic Education:
A Match Made in Heaven...and Earth
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By Paul Freedman

After some years of study and
practice in the field of holistic
education, with much time spent

digging deeply into its philosophical and
theoretical foundations, I am noticing the
resonance and commonalities between
the microcosm of holistic education and
the macrocosm of what seems to be a
much wider global shift towards holism.
In particular, recently I have felt drawn
towards the holistic design principles and
practices of permaculture. In my initial
delving into this beautiful agricultural
philosophy 1 everywhere see similarities
and analogues to holistic pedagogy.

Fifteen years ago, as a progressive main-
stream educator, I intuitively wished
to bring kids into the "real world" and
beyond the classroom's four walls. At that
time my impulse to include environmen-
tal education in my classroom practice
drew me to lead my students on nature
walks, building projects, or field-based
craft work or science studies beyond
the classrooms four walls. Eventually I
found my way to the Center for Ecolit-
eracy, and the wonderful work of David
Orr, Fritjoff Capra, Zenobia Barlow, and
others (www.ecoliteracy.org). It made so
much sense to follow this lead and begin
to grow food with kids, and in so doing
integrate math, scientific observation,
and practical work in the hands-on care
of living organisms.'

While exploring the field of ecoUteracy
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I became Familiar with the concept of place-based education,
and the work oF David Sobel and others.' Place-based educa-
tion called my attention to the need to design curriculum
specifically attuned to the particularities of specific children
in a specific place and time. Students in my classes adopted
local beaches, intertidal communities, or small pieces oF land
to study and care tor.

Currently, I see all of these ways oF engaging students with
rhe larger biotic community embodied in the field oFpetmac-
ulture. Initially springing From the work oF Bill Mollison and
David Holmgren in the 1970s, permacuiture is the study and
practice of design principles which apply a holistic and Integrat-
ed perspective, based on natural ecology, to human settlements
and perennial agriculture.

Permacuiture and holistic education share many common
principles, values, and analogous practices. Permacuiture often
espouses the values or ethics oF "earth care," "people care," and
"Fair share."^ Permaculture's ethic o F care recognizes the inter-
relatedness of living systems and whole systems within other
whole systems. We cannot reflect on the productiveness of
our garden without taking into account the entire homestead
and all life—plant, animal, and human—that lives within
or around it. We must then
recognize how the homestead
impacts and is impacted by the
larger social community, the
watershed, and so on.

This concept oFwholes with-
in wholes and the ethic of care
that binds together any healthy
system will sound Familiar to
many holistic educators. Various authors in this field have
described it in different ways, but perhaps none have expressed
it more clearly than Nel Noddings. In The Challenge To Care
In Schools, Noddings articulates a beautiful alternative vision of
education, where traditional disciplines oF study are dissolved
and supplanted by "spheres of care."'* Noddings describes how
schools might be places where children's natural inclination to
care for others Is nurtured. Within the school they learn to care
For themselves, loved ones, other distant people, animal and
plant llFe, even inanimate objects, and most radically within
schools, they may develop a caring ethic towards ideas and their
own pursuit oF learning.

Students at Salmonberry School (Oreas Island, Washington),
where I work, learn about not only care For their own physical
health but also social/emotional or "heart health." This includes
communication, confiict resolution, and care of the spirit
through such things as yoga, guided and unguided meditations,
and silence practiced as a regular part of the school's rhythm.
We also explore and practice care For the classroom community,
including its large organic garden and small fiock oF chickens;
and for our larger island community, through service learning
projects like documenting and rehabilitating a small two-acre
micro-island with the help of local marine scientists, and help-
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The needs and learning of the individual
are careßilly balanced against and strengthened

through pursuing the growth and learning
of the community.

ing support the local food bank.
The theory and practice of permacuiture design Includes spe-

cific principles and prescriptives especially relevant to holistic
education: to observe and then interact, to notice the relation-
ship between individual and community, to stay small and
slow, and to integrate rather than segregate.''

Taking time to observe before attempting to modify through
intervention is critical to any nurturing task. In permacuiture,
this principle is directed toward individual growing practices
within specific locations. In a truly ecologically-based system,
one-size-fits-all approaches don't work. Similarly, the holistic
educator dislikes Impersonal national standards and instead
Focuses on the appropriate goal for this child, which can only be
ascertained by talking with him, by watching her at work and
at play, by taking into account her natural gifts, her preferred
learning modalities, her interests and passions and even her
family life, her community and her natural environment. At
Salmonberry School, a significant part of each week is spent
working with "Personal Interest Projects," in which the teach-
ers' role shifts to that of Facilitator; students define topics of per-
sonal passion and articulate guiding questions they wish to try
to answer. Primary-grade students have been exploring a huge

range of subjects in this way,
from a nine-year-old girl with
Guatemalan ancestry studying

old boy exploring his fascina-
tion with a particular World
War II spy mission.

The permacultural growers
practice shiFts dramatically

away from the dominant contemporary agricultural practice of
monoculture towards a recognition of the interrelated nature
oF living communities. Monoculture seems efficient at first
blush, but quickly requires increasing reliance on machinery,
pesticides, fertilizers, and Fossil fuels that tend to deplete the
life-giving nutrients in the soil and steadily decrease productiv-
ity. The permaculturist designs growing systems and speaks of
"guilds," thoughtful clusterings of different biotic organisms
that provide one another with needed elements and nutrients.
Similarly, holistic education shifts away From the tugged indi-
vidualism and zero-sum competition embodied in mainstream
contemporary education, in favor of a model that elevates
the importance oF community. Parker Palmers model of a
"Community oFTruth" exemplifies this vision.^ The needs and
learning oF the individual are carefully balanced against and
strengthened through pursuing the growth and learning oFthe
community. It is through the Focus on neither the individual
learner, nor the authoritarian teacher, but on the shared inquiry
around the living subject, that transFormational learning may-
emerge. At Salmonberry School, we encourage this community
focus in many ways, including teaching elementary learners the
skills of meeting facilitation. By mid-year, they are organizing

(continued on p. 78)
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and facilitating their own meetings, during which they share
ideas about school rules, articulate problems or challenges, and
work together to arrive at solutions.

Permaculture design reminds us to stay small and slow. While
modern society is predicated on the idea that the only healthy
economy is one that grows, the more and the fester the better,
permaculture takes its cues from wild, natural living systems and
elevates the importance of sustainability. The goals are not bigger,
fester, more, but rather healthy and vital and sustainable. Similarly,
holistic learning communities are Intimate places, designed on
a human scale. They are not warehouses for youth, designed to
hold, mold, and transport widgets, but home-like environments
built upon familial individual relationships. Children are born into
families and thrive in such femily-like settings, where time is taken
to recognize and validate their voices, their curiosities, their fears,
and their passions. At Salmonberry School, we limit each class-
room to no more than 18 children and no fewer than two adults,
and most classes are even smaller than this. Parent volunteers, other
community members, and "specialists" are often present and active
in the classroom. In short, nobody goes unnoticed, slips through
cracks, or gets "left behind." Most children remain with the same
teacher or teachers for three or more years, so the teacher comes to
know all aspects of each student and is extremely mindful of this
knowledge as he/she engages in his/her planning. As a teacher in
this environment, I know when a parent is traveling, when a child
gets a new pet, when a child has slept poorly, and often even what
he/she dreamt about last night.

Finally, permaculture design strives to integrate rather than
segregate. Small garden beds nestle in and among larger shrubs
and a scattering of fruit trees; a pair of ducks may be seen wan-
dering through a small pumpkin patch feeding on slugs; silk
worms may be living in a mulberry tree that is surrounded by
a small planting of comfrey; mushrooms are being cultivated
on the edge of a wetland where cattails are being harvested.
Individual plants and animals work together in small-scale
integrated systems that mimic natural ecology. In a similar way,
a holistic approach to education seeks to retain the wholeness of
both learners and learning experiences. Edward T. Clark Jr. has
written extensively on the concept of "Integrated Curriculum

Design."^ By this concept, learners and teachers are expected to
bring all aspects of themselves—head, heart, hands, and spir-
it—to each encounter. And these live encounters will necessar-
ily cross the lines of traditional disciplines. Knowledge itself is
seen as relational in nature when viewed through a holistic lens.
At Salmonberry Schoo!, we follow these principles and design
the curriculum to follow deeply integrated thematic multidisci-
plinary units. For example, in a recent unit focused on our local
watershed, students' experienced social studies, math, reading,
writing, art, dance, music, storytelling, cooking, marine and
life science, geography, civics, health, and all manner of crafts.
We emphasize going deep rather than covering vast surfaces,
and keeping things whole as we learn from the microcosm.

The ideas 1 present here just scratch the surfece of the values
and principles of both permaculture and holistic education. But
as I delve deeper into this study, I find more and more similarities
and analogies. Most exciting to me has been Salmonberry Schools
recent foray into practicing some small elements of permaculture
at the school site. We have connected with a local permaculture
homestead and are soliciting the advice and wisdom of the growers
and designers there to help us observe and assess our school site.
We are beginning to use permaculture principles to redesign our
schoo! garden. We are looking for vrays to re-envision both out-
door grounds and indoor spaces to better align with some of the
concepts articulated above. It is exciting and invigorating work that
feels right. I see strong connections between holistic education and
permaculture. Perhaps it is time for holistic educators to explore
ftirther afield and connect with otber holistic movements, as we
seek to realize this "self-organizing revolution."** ^

Paul Freedman is the Founding Head and an elementary class-
room teacher at The Salmonberry School on Oreas Island, Wash-
ington (salmonberryschool.org). His current work in applying per-
maculture principles to holistic education has been in conjunction
with Douglas and Maria Bullock at The Bullock Permaculture
Homestead (www.permacultureportal.com). Both Salmonberry
School and the Bullock homestead offer permaculture-based sum-
mer programs for students. The Bullocks also offer design courses
and internships for adults at their farm.

Tbis article is adapted from one which appeared originally in issue ^59 (Winter 2009-10) o/Education Revolution, published
by the Alternative Education Resource Organization (AERO) (www.educationrevolution.org/aeromagazine.html).
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