
“When people live far from the scenes of the Great 
Spirit’s making, it’s easy for them to forget his laws.”

How can stor+,elling and ex3eriential lear4ing reconnect us with the places we call home? 

Leadership in Place: Permaculture as an 
Educational Guide for Collegiate Leadership 

KIN.. Ethnobiologist Robin Wall Kimmerer argues that our lack of 
animate pronouns for the natural world makes us more willing to 
exploit “it.” If we think of the river as a resource, there is little or no 
relationship present. Kimmerer suggests a new pronoun “ki” plural 
“kin,” a reminder that we are all part of the ecological community. When 
we recognize the river is alive, we begin to wonder—what is it like for 
the river to be held back by cement walls? Why does the river flood? Is 
flooding a natural disaster, or perhaps a gift from our kin?
	

How can we imagine or enact a sustainable future when we continue to distance ourselves from 
the very natural world which sustains us? For thousands of years, cultures around the world 
have told stories that make sense of their environment. These are not merely entertainment; they 
teach us how to properly relate to the places we call home. In order to move forward as a people, 
we must pursue these stories. We must keep them alive, and tell them to one another.

This process of storytelling, imagining, and experiential learning must be 
interdisciplinary and multicultural. The health and strength of an ecosystem is 
found in its diversity. The same is true in our classrooms and our communities. 

	
Author David Bradley wrote, “you cannot liberate people who don’t want to go.” Though 
Bradley was speaking literarily, his observation is widely applicable to the conversation of 
American sustainability. We can change regulations and ratify international agreements, but if 
we cannot alter the mindset of the men and women who make up our nation, we will never 
realize a truly sustainable society. Movement towards a sustainable future requires a 
fundamental shift in the thinking, desires, and imaginations of individuals, and as such, it must 
begin in our classrooms. 

Education for Sustainability (EFS) is at the heart of forming a sustainable society. 
	

Poetry in Place: The Story of the Susquehanna
Messiah College’s Center for Public Humanities partners with schools 
throughout Harrisburg to help students develop a deeper connection to 
their home, culturally, historically, and ecologically. In October, the focus 
of the event was “The Story of the Susquehanna River.” We met the 
students on City Island, and before beginning the workshop, we spent 
several hours attempting to communicate the narrative of the ancient 
stream. 

–Tatanga Mani “Walking Buffalo,” Stoney Chief 

Bill Mollison, the “father of permaculture” describes the agricultural 
approach as “a philosophy of working with, rather than against nature; of 
protracted & thoughtful observation rather than protracted & thoughtless 
labour; of looking at plants & animals in all their functions, rather than 
treating any area as a single-product system.”

Isn’t this what we want in our relational communities as well? 

CULTIVATING DIVERSITY. Monocropping is the process of 
growing the same crop on the same land year after year without rotation. 
This leads to a lack of soil nutrients and a system vulnerable to disease. 
Natural ecosystems present a different growth model: mutually beneficial 
relationships and high levels of diversity and interconnectedness. 
Diversity promotes health and protects the community from the fragility 
that arises when one group become dominant. 

SCARS. Scars tell stories. My elbow still has marks from when I dove 
for a ball on a hot Arizona tennis court. The raised tissue on my ankle 
reminds me of the time I broke my ankle riding a dirt bike at my brother-
in-law’s house, the weekend he proposed to my sister. The land around 
us is scarred too. These marks tell us the story of place. The topographic 
map of Pennsylvania below shows the hill country surrounding the 
Susquehanna. But these are not just any hills, these are scars from the 
formation of Pangaea. When the continents collided and tore apart, the 
Pennsylvania coastline was at the epicenter of the impact. By 
recognizing that there is a story behind these scars, we begin to locate 
ourselves within that story.
	
	

Symbiotic” literally means “life together.” 
•  How do we model this as leaders?
•  What does this look like within our individual staffs? 

Programs? Campus?
•  What are the specific strengths and weaknesses of our 

leadership program on campus? 
•  How can we collaborate with other groups and leaders on 

campus to fill our gaps and meet unmet needs?
	

UNDERSTANDING PLACE. Many of the ecological issues we 
face today stem from living “out of place.” We grow lawns where there 
should be deserts or forests. We replace edible and medicinal native 
species with invasive landscaping plants. In most cases, the places we 
inhabit are already filled with abundance, but we have no knowledge of 
place.

	

•  									 “While students begin                                                                   
IIelementary school exhibiting 
spontaneous interest in science 
and math, they often emerge 
‘fearing mathematics as too dull 
and too hard to learn’” (American 
Association for the Advancement 
of Science, 1990). 

•  “Nature is unlike most other 
historical subjects in lacking 
a clear voice of its own . . . 
Still, nature is hardly 
silent . . . To just that extent, 
nature coauthors our 
stories.”                                       
–William Cronan

• A Texas A&M study found 
school gardening 
curriculums led to a 5.6 
point increase on science 
achievement test scores 
compared to traditional 
teaching methods. 
(Klemmer, et al., 2005).	

• We Americans need now 
more than ever before—and 
indeed more than we know
—to imagine who and what 
we are with respect to the 
earth and sky. I am talking 
about an act of imagination, 
essentially, and the 
formation of an        
American Land Ethic.”                           
–N. Scott Momaday A	New	

American	Land	
Ethic	

Contact	with	
Natural	World	

Scien9fic	
Understanding	
of	Natural	
World	

Narra9ve	
Understanding	
of	Natural	
World
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BREATH. We stood on the cement-covered bank of the Susquehanna 
Bath House and talked about how the Susquehanocks would wait until 
after the island had soaked up the spring floods to plant their crops. To 
demonstrate the effect of cement on soil, students drank from their water 
bottle then placed a piece of duct tape over their mouths and were asked 
to try again. How do you think the island feels—unable to drink and breath?

EMBRACING CHANGE. Tatanga Mani’s quote points out that 
“living in a city is an artificial existence.” This is deeply connected to the 
ways in which we have lost our knowledge of place, but it also reveals a 
deeper issue: the human need to be in control. We ship food around the 
world so we have a constant access to the products we want even when 
they’re out of season, we have AC units that allow us to control the 
climate in our houses; we even change our clocks twice a year, all to 
exhibit control over our environment instead of learning to live within the 
natural rhythms of our places. In addition to relearning place and valuing 
diversity, we also need to embrace the dynamic design of life.		
		
	

•  In what ways are we missing a “knowledge of place” in 
regards to our leadership positions? What are the 
consequences of this?

•  How do we begin to restore this knowledge, and what 
attitudes or  approaches will this require? 

•  What are examples of “invasive” ideas or practices in our 
leadership models?

•  How do we take seriously the role of cultivation and 
development as leaders?

	

•  How do we prepare for natural transitions on a college 
campus constantly experiencing turnover? 

•  What are examples of ways that we may be resisting change 
that is necessary and healthy?


