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Habitats and ecosystems 
As a purveyor of NGSS and NSTA (STEM starts here) standards, you will be required to 
impose the term "ecosystem" on your students. My Discovery colleagues are accustomed 
to hearing me say that ecosystems make me want to barf. Chuckling, they nod, a little 
confused, roll their eyes inwardly, and return to ecosystemming. Probably just as well; 
some of us at least should march to the district drummers, or they'll stop asking Discovery 
to their classrooms. And why listen to a grumpy balding naturalist when 
tons of brilliant ecologists use "ecosystem" in every other sentence?

Well, the "S" in STEM does stand for Science, and science is reput-
edly objective, ie, tolerant of dissenting views. Tolerance is not an 
innate human attribute, and scientists are as susceptible as anyone 
to back-seating it. So susceptible, in fact, that to ensure tolerance is 
properly watered in service to objectivity, the scientific method has 
had no choice but to enshrine it. Thou shalt honor ambiguity, in the 
form of competing hypotheses. The Juneau Science Fair is—or was—
our best platform for annually reminding students and ourselves of the 
centrality of this bedrock principle for the furtherment of understanding 
and the chastisement of unexamined belief.

I hope this plea for semantic clarity finds a home in your digital 
library, your work with children, and even, perhaps, in the district's 
conceptual scaffolding. Please humor, for a moment, some contrarian atti-
tudes about Science, Natural History, and the devotion of educators to clear 
thinking and communication. It dates back to my first attempt to sweep ecoverbiage into 
tidy piles, using it in ways that didn't put layfolk to sleep. It was an assignment from 
Alaska Audubon and The Nature Conservancy to write and illustrate chapters on "ecosys-
tems" and biogeographic provinces of Southeast Alaska for a sweeping conservation 
assessment of the Coastal Forests and Mountains Ecoregion (Schoen & Dovichin, 2007).

When serving on Audubon-TNC's steering committee for that assessment in 2005, I sat 
in a circle of inward-facing tables populated with scientists. Preponderantly PhDs with a 
smattering of MSs.  I was the only one with no letters after my name. 1

I was also the only non-scientist. My friend the ecologist Mary Willson gets annoyed 

1  I dropped out of Oberlin in my junior year and fled to the Rockies to become a mountain man. I'm 
grateful for lack of BA; when listed alongside science dignitaries, it'd be embarrassing to append my name 
with that 2-letter stamp of beginner-status. I'm simply R.Carstensen, naturalist. If naturalists had degrees 
they'd not be letters but some kind of shell-&-feather necklace.... 

when I say that, but I must stick to my guns on this one. 2  I love scientists but I ain't 
one. It's imperative for Discovery to be honest about this when teachers look to us for 
"Science." If you don't routinely apply the scientific method in your work, you're not a 
scientist.

No apologies for that. As I said to the scientists around that table in 2005, naturalists 
(the good ones at least) aren't failed scientists. We simply have different working proto-
cols. Regretfully, since the time of Muir and Thoreau, we naturalists have slid into the 
role of interpreters and PR assistants for scientists. 

That's too bad for a number of reasons. Perhaps most serious is the precari-
ous outcome of science's ultraspecialization. Narrowing disciplinary 

windows are necessary because no human could be competent across 
the range that science has diversified into; even across a 'subdiscipline' 
such as ecology. Of course, specialists by definition wear blinders. 
Broadly-versed naturalists can serve as integrators for scientific 
specialists, helping them place their work and findings in a meaning-

ful context, not to mention avoiding embarrassing mistakes.
Another role of the naturalist is demystifying jargon that accrues like 

knotweed whenever specialists spend too much time talking to each other. 
One of the scientists on that steering committee even had the E-word in his 

friggin job-title. He was an ecosystem-services analyst. Cripes!  Did you ever hear a 
4th grader say that when she grew up she wanted to be an ecosystem services analyst?

I use "ecosystem" only in scare quotes or title citations. My feelings about this over-
used word are best summarized by the desert naturalist Gary Nabhan: 

"The term 'ecosystem' comes from the scientific tradition of identifying discrete but somewhat 
arbitrary units of the natural world as though each functioned like an organic machine. In 
contrast, the term 'habitat' is etymologically related to habit, inhabit, and habitable; it suggests 
a place worth dwelling in, one that has abiding qualities. I could not make a machinelike 
ecosystem my abode for long, but I could comfortably nestle down within a habitat."

"Ecosystems" are plastered reflexively over everything from solar systems to gut flora. 
Next time you feel yourself about to say or write "ecosystem," STOP! What are you really 
trying to convey? If you're not sure, is it because soporific quadrisyllabics have dulled 
your senses? 

2 Sorry Mary! not a repudiation, just a friendly observation 
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