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Experiential Environmental 
Education in Russia: A Study in 
Community Service Learning 

Mr. Silcox describes a people-to-people student 
exchange that had as its focus the environmental monitoring 
of Novgorod, a city in Russia - and the issues for 
further research that this exchange raised. 

BY HARRY C. Su.cox 

O
N 20 JUNE 1992 a group 
of 26 American students, 
teachers, and environmen­
tllists left the United States · 
to talce part in a community 

service/experiential learning environmen­
tal project in Russia. They were part of 
a people-to-people exchange that had as 
a focus the environmental monitoring of 
Novgorod, Russia, a city founded in 859 
with a preSi'l.lt population of 300,000. 

The Pennsylvania Institute for Envi­
ronmental and Community Service Leam­
ing had organized and sponsored the proj­
ect, which was to be carried out by stu­
dents and teachers from the Environmen­
tal Academy at Abraham Lincoln Higl\ 
School in Philadelphia. As part of their 
regular school curriculum, the American 
students had been trained in the use of 
portable monitoring devices by teachers 
David Kipphut and Dolores Hughes and 
lab assistant James Kennedy. They took 
with them to Russia all the necessary 
materials and equipment for the testing 
of the town's environment. 

When the Americans arrived in St. 
Petersburg, they were greeted by their 
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Russian host, Alexander Popov, and his. 
three assistants. The American group was 
transported to Novgorod by bus and tak­
en to the city's finest hotel, the Beresta 
Palace, where they would stay for the 
first two nights. At that point we learned 
that the Russian hosts had not arranged 
for Russian families to house the Ameri­
can students as originally planned. More­
over, the promised laboratory to house 
the equipment had not been finished in 
time for the group's arrival. The origi­
nal principal of High School 30, who was 
to make the arrangements, had been dis­
missed, and a recent teacher strike had 
brought the project to a halt. We decid­
ed to place the American students in the 
hotel and to invite a randomly selected 
group of Russian students to an introduc­
tory dinner/reception for the Americans. 
'This get-acquainted dinner worked out 
well, and the American and Russian stu­
dents matched up and made their own ar­
rangements for boarding the Americans. 

Despite these initial difficulties, the 
project began to take shape and form. 
On the third night, the American students 
moved in with Russian families. Each 
participating family had a child willing 
to work on the environmental project. A 
room in High School 30 was set up as a 
lab, and the Russians and Americans con­
tinued the process of getting to know one 

another. The exchange of ideas and the 
intercultural dynamics of the living situ­
ation provided the Americans with am­
ple experience.for reflection, while the 
environmental study gave firm direction 
to the students' daily routine. 

In all, the students undertook 14 dis­
crete environmental projects. These in­
cluded monitoring the levels of detergent, 
cyanide, cobalt, and nickel in the Vollc­
hov River. Students also checked radia­
tion levels. The environmental devices 
used to perform these functions, along 
with a complete portable environmen­
tal lab that could monitor air, water, and 
soil, were later given to the people of 
Novgorod for the establishment of a per­
manent American/Russian Environmen­
tal Education Center in the regional hos­
pital. 

An environmental conference held on 
July 6 and 7 further heightened the com­
munity's awareness and also attracted a 
number of scientists from Moscow. The 
American consul from St. Petersburg was 
represented by cultural attach6 Bruce __ _ 
McGowan, who expressed the hope that 
other Russian cities would establish simi­
lar environmental centers devoted to re­
search and teaching. He placed great sig­
nificance on the hands-on nature of the 
projects and the civic pride that such 
programs bring to the local townspeople 
as they see community problems being 
solved by volunteers. It is this very com­
bination of hands-on experience and com­
munity involvement, of course, that de­
fines the experiential· service learning ap­
proach. 

In three previous visits to Russia, I had 
witnessed American professors trying to 
share information about U.S. science and 
business practices. Their attempts clearly 
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demonstrated the folly of trying to trans­
fer knowledge through the sterile format 
of lectures supplemented by printed hand­
outs. A single word in a translation could 
take several minutes to clarify, and these 
efforts sometimes proved futile. 

By contrast, the Novgorod student-to­
student project focused on ·hands-on ex­
periential learning, reinforced by inter­
personal connections that extended to the 
homes of the participating Russians. Nei­
ther the Russian students (ages 12 to 18) 
nor the American students (ages 14 to 17) 
spoke one another's language fluently. 
Nevertheless, they came to understand 

And does this approach foster attitudinal 
changes in participants? 

The use of the techniques of experien­
tial service learning proved satisfactory 
in transferring knowledge about the en­
vironmental testing devices to the Rus­
sian students. Specific pre- and posttests 
·established a high correlation between 
hands-on work and knowledge retention. 

The pretest examining the scientific 
knowledge levels of the Russian and 
American students yielded mean scores 
of 11 and 10 respectively. The range of 
accurate responses on a scale of I to 20 
was between 7 and I 3 for the Russians 

Students analyzi.ng air, water, and soil samples in the lab at High School 30 (now Nov­
gorod Environmemal High School) in Novgorod, Russia. 

one another by going through daily life 
together, looking at photo albums, play­
ing games, and using the environmental 
equipment. The American student group 
included two hearing-impaired youngsters. 
They, too, adjusted extremely well to Rus­
sian homes and were able to use hand 
movements for communication purposes. 

This international experience raised two 
basic questions. Of what value is com­
munity service/experiential learning in 
transmitting knowledge between cultures? 

and between 5 and 15 for the Americans, 
indicating no significant difference in the 
knowledge level of the participants. The 
students' hands-on monitoring of the en­
vironment directly applied many of the 
concepts covered in the pretest. 

The posttest showed significant gains 
in the students' levels of scientific knowl­
edge. The mean score increased to 12 for 
the Americans and to 14 for the Rus­
sians. The range of correct responses was 
raised to a span of 9 to 17 forthe Ameri-

cans and 12 to 16 for the Russians. This 
is objective evidence that the hands-on 
service learning project enhanced the 
knowledge and retention of both Russian 
and American students. In the transfer of 
knowledge between two diverse cultures, 
experiential service learning may prove 
to be the most efficient and effective 
methodology. 

T
HE TESTING for attitudinal 
changes on · the part of the 
American and Russian students 
was a different matter. In the 

pretest, given before the students started 
working· together, the attitudes of the 
Americans and Russians were generally 
comparable. There was no difference in 
their high level ot:<;oncern for the envi­
ronment, their sense of social responsibil­
ity, or their concepts of self. The Amer­
icans had a somewhat, but not significant­
ly, higher intrinsic motivation. The only 
significant difference between the stu­
dents was the Americans' decisively high­
er ratings in the area of general accep­
tance of others. In summary, when the 
program began the Americans were more 
trusting, and the Russians were more reti­
cent. 

After three weeks of working togeth­
er, the students were retested. The most 
marked change in attitudes showed up 
in the students' beliefs about social re­
sponsibility. The combined sample of 
American and Russian students showed 
a significant increase in students' concern 
about societal issues and in their per­
ceptions of their own roles as agents of 
change. They expressed a greater under­
standing of the need for group action and 
cooperation in confronting international 
problems. Environmental consciousness 
was emphatically higher in both Russians 
and Americans. Slight but insignificant 
increases occurred in self <0nfidence and 
intrinsic motivation. 

However, neither the Ru~ians nor the 
Americans increased their cultural toler­
ance for one another, despite their liv­
ing together in private homes for three 
weeks. Nor .was.there.any improvement 
in the students' willingness to accept one 
another's input. These were the most sur­
prising posttest findings - ones that call 
for additional study. 

The most striking change was in the 
Russian students' feelings about their own 
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impact on the world. Russian students 
traditionally are not active learners. In­
struction in Russian schools is typical­
ly authoritarian, repetitious, and based 
strongly on the writings of experts. A 
prevalent view exists among young Rus­
sians that "nothing will change," so ef­
fort is futile. This attitude is fostered 
by the utter hopelessness of a world that 
lacks opportunity for personal advance­
ment and the chance of self-actualization. 

Viewed against this background the re­
sults of the three-week service learning 
project seem even more striking. In a pre­
test, the Russian students universally pro­
claimed a willingness to work on envi­
ronmental issues, despite the feeling that 
these concerns were "solved more effec­
tively in the U.S.A." A passivity under­
scored all the students' comments. Most 
felt that they could learn from the Ameri­
can student environmentalists, but few 
were convinced that they could subse­
quently change anything in their country. 

When the posttests were given after 
three weeks of working with the Amer­
ican students, monitoring the environ­
ment, and presenting public papers at 
the international-conference, the Russian 
students' responses to the questions had 
changed in tone to reflect a new spirit of 
optimism and power. A sampling of their 
comments attests to the growth of the stu­
dents' sense that they can make a differ­
ence in the world: 

I have a feeling of happiness and 
satisfilctionlhal I have contributed what 
I could to the cleaning up of the city. 

••• 
I have always tried to contribute a lit­

tle, but nevertheless useful things to 
this important work. But before I didn't 
know what exactly had to be done and 
who exactly had to be addressed. Now 
that I know, I hope that I shall be able 
to try myself in this field (environmen­
tal activism). I now feel to be owing 
more to nature. 

I think that I have changed. I feel 
a different person. Something has 
changed deep inside. I want to give 
more attention to nature and animals. 

• • • 
I perceive myself differently because 

I have communicated with American 
students, have worked with the envi­
ronmental equipment, and have under­
stocxf more things. I must do something 
to change the ways of my country. 
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These reflections indicate the power of 
a meaningful experience. Doing some­
thing direct and measurable for ones 
community has a significant impact on 
the learning situation. 

Hardship, lack 
of the foods they 
liked, and a some-
times hostile en­

vironment brought 
the American stu­

dents together 
and made them 

"friends for life.'' 

The American students revealed their 
feelings and concerns during two reflec­
tion sessions with their teacher, John Dal­
ton, while they were in Russia. Although 
they were accustomed to higher living 
standards in the U.S., the American stu­
dents did not complain about the dispar­
ity between their hosts' homes and their 
own. However, in the first reflection ses­
sion they expressed concern about the un­
equal treatment of the Russian students 
in the activities planned by the sponsors. 
The American students perceived an in­
equity when host Alexander Popov de­
clined to pay for the meals of the Rus­
sian children and families invited to the 
get-acquainted dinner. Also, when the 
students went to St. Petersburg to visit 
Bruce McCowan at his home, the Amer­
icans were perplexed that Popov failed 
to invite the Russian children into the 
American cultural attache's apartment. 
Popov's actions were predicated on the 
belief that he needed to take special care 
of his American guests, but the Russian 
students felt ill-used and viewed Popov's 
motives with suspicion. As these issues 
surfaced, the Russian students were in­
cluded in more of the sponsors' planned 
activities. 

In a secOnd reflection session later in 
the trip, the students were much more 
vocal about the differences between the 

two national cultures. The American girls 
were especially alarmed at the treatment 
they were receiving from the Russian 
boys. "Respecting their culture is one 
thing," one of the girls shouted, "but rm 
tired of their treating me as an inferior 
and not answering me when I speak to 
them." The girls in the session all con­
curred that sexism is a real problem in 
Russia. They had difficulty understanding 
how Russian girls could acquiesce to their 
passive role so willingly. Meanwhile, the 

· American boys had experienced yet an­
other cultural rusparity. Many of the Rus­
sian boys were continually asking their 
American guests for money to buy vodka 
for nightly drinking parties. 

From these observations, the group 
moved quite naturally into an abstract dis­
cussion of estabmhihg democratic lead­
ership in the country. The conversation 
went something like this: if a Russian boy 
will not listen to a girl, Russian or Ameri­
can, even when what she has to say is 
correct and important, then knowledge 
transfer is impossible. How can Russian 
leaders, all of whom are male, become 
sensitized to issues when they remain, in­
stitutionally, so insensitive to women? As 
one of the girls remarked, "These guys 
think they know everything. They won't 
listen! How are they ever going to learn 
if they won't listen?" Much of what was 
said in the second reflection session lends 
credibility to the test findings that there 
were few gains in the area of students' 
willingness to accept the valid input of 
others. 

C
ULTI,JRAL impasses notwith­
standing, the farewell exchang- -
es between the American and 
Russian students were moving. 

Most of the Russians arose and walked 
miles for a 6 a.m. bus departure from the 
hotel - and this after there had been a 
fonnal farewell dinner two nights before. 
Watching this final scene, one would 
never have suspected the underlying dif­
ferences between the two groups. 

For the Americans, one very positive 
outcome was-~ They had come to 
Russia as a diverse group of students 
from grades 9 to 12. Many of them did 
not know one another before the trip. At 
the end of three weeks, they were a close­
knit family. They supported and protect­
ed one another at every tum. Hardship, 



lack of the foods they liked, and a some­
times hostile environment brought them 
together. At a third reflection session, 
held four weeks after the students had 
returned to the U.S., one student spoke 
for the group when he proclaimed that the 
best thing about the trip had been "all of 
you in this room, who are my friends for 
life." 

The following conclusions can be 
drawn from the Novgorod experiment. 

I. The nature of the project conducted 
through the student exchange - name­
ly, the transfer of skills for environmen­
tal monitoring - had the effect of pro­
moting a sense of social responsibility on 
the part of both Russian and American 
participants. 

2. International student exchanges have 
almost universally been heralded for their 
ability to increase participants" acceptance 
of peoples from other cultures. This ef­
fect was not observed in the Novgorod 
exchange. While at the beginning of the 
exchange the Americans' willingness to 
accept others was measurably higher than 

the Russians', by the end of the project 
neither group displayed increased toler­
ance. 

3. Before and after the project, both 
Russian and American students showed 
a uniform concern about the environ­
ment. Clearly, the environment is an is­
sue that has no national boundaries for 
young people. A significant increase in 
the knowledge level of both groups and 
an increased belief that something can be 
done about these issues occurred during 
the three weeks. 

4. The general comparability of the 
Russian and American students was sur­
prising. In most areas tested in the atti­
tudinal study, they were far more simi­
lar than dissimilar. 

5. The American students exhibited 
slightly more intrinsic motivation than the 
Russians. However, most of these moti­
vational differences can be attributed to 
the more stringent selection process for 
the American students and to the sense 
of hopelessness that had become a cul­
tural trait of the Russians under com­
munism. 

Select Challen~ng 

6. The environmental monitoring was 
carried out primarily by the Americans, 
most of whom were task-oriented. Nev­
ertheless, a number of the Russian stu­
dents became excellent monitors during 
the three-week period and were operating 
the environmental devices on their own. 
The service learning methodology pro­
duced a high transfer of knowledge about 
environmental issues. With increased 
knowledge came heightened concern re­
garding these issues. It would be inter­
esting to compare the outcomes of this 
experience with the results of efforts to 
transfer knowledge between cultures us­
ing more conventional educational meth­
odology, such as lectures, readings, and 
face-to-face discussions. 

Because most. stu<if:nt exchanges in­
volve small groups, there is always some 
question about generalizing the findings 
from a study of a specific exchange. But 
the Novgorod experiment certainly yield­
ed enough information to suggest a direc­
tion for further research on several in­
teresting issues. !Kl 
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