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The watershed. Any standard earth 
science text will provide a definition that 
belies its geographic, social, and 
biophysical complexity. Over the past 
half-century or so - haltingly, in spurts of 
awareness and folly - the conceptual and 
physical watershed has become much 
more than a land surface that drains to a 
common, watery receptacle. As many 
planners know, the watershed has long 
been a regulatory-organizational unit for 
agencies with a mandate to control or 
commodify water in response to its 
excesses (e.g. Hurricane Hazel-spawned 
conservation authorities in Ontario), its 
scarcity (e.g. U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers), or its embodied energy (e.g. 
provincial hydro-electric commissions). 
Until quite recently it has also been a 
bastion of several quantitative disciplines 
that are largely preoccupied with 
numerical models as precursors to less
than-sustainable interventions. 

Lately, watersheds are taking on other 
layered connotations. Urban and 
urbanizing watersheds have become 
political forums, settings that pit 
economic interests against the 
watershed's and, by extension, the 
community's health and integrity. Since 
the late 1980s, a few North American 
cities (Toronto, Pittsburgh, and Portland, 
among others) have begun to embrace 
the watershed or sub-watershed as a 
useful spatial context for the process of 
regenerating degraded landscapes. 
Intensely maligned watershed hotspots 
are serving as loci of biophysical and 
social healing, where new and creative 
ideas on land ethics and stewardship can 
be tested. The old idea of the watershed 
as a functional ecological unit is being re
discovered, providing a fruitful setting to 
explore complex cause-and-effect 
relationships between land and water 
cycles and their biotic communities. 

Each way of thinking about and acting in 
the watershed has its adherents. In more 
progressive regions, previously impervious 
fraternities of watershed practitioners -
engineers, planners, resource managers, 
ecologists, landscape architects, 
geographers, health professionals, etc. -
are shifting from a stance of defense to 
one of humility and cooperation. 
Professionals working in the watershed 
field are increasingly responsive to 
constituencies that are demanding a 
vastly more integrative than what was 
taught in that isolation chamber known 
as the academic department. In 

Pennsylvania, the trends are especially 
encouraging: from the country's first 
watershed group (the Brandywine 
Conservancy) formed in 1948, there are 
now more than 150 watershed 
associations. The initial grant round of the 
new Pennsylvania Environmental 
Stewardship and Watershed Protection 
Act has recently awarded start-up funds 
for another twenty-one watershed 
associations, and the demand for 
watershed professionals is growing fast. 
Ironically, these groups, as well as state 
and federal resource-oriented agencies in 
the Mid-Atlantic region, are often 
frustrated in their search for competent, 
generalist watershed professionals who 
are trained to reconcile and synthesize the 
scientific and social bases for 
understanding and caring for a watershed 
through time. 

As is often the case, professional and 
disciplinary fragmentation has plagued 
the academy more than it has practice. 
Only recently have a handful of 
institutions given support to the idea of 
graduate-level training in watershed 
stewardship. One such case is the 
Pennsylvania State University. Through 
the 1990s, a smattering of unrelated 
courses, studios and applied research 
projects in separate departments 
addressed Pennsylvanian watersheds. 
Then, in 1996, a small inter-college group 
of faculty made the bold assertion that 
watershed interests in the 
Commonwealth were not being well 
served by the prevailing academic 
paradigm of excessive specialization and 
competition. They posed an integrative 
and experiential model that would 
provide interdisciplinary, applied 
graduate-level training for both North 
American and International students. 
With seed money from the Heinz 
Endowments of Pittsburgh, a series of 
workshops was held throughout the state 
to gauge support for a program that 
would offer a full graduate option and 
continuing professional education in 
watershed stewardship. Representatives 
of community organizations, business, 
federal and state agencies, and 
neighbouring universities resoundingly 
endorsed the idea, and contributed to the 
formulation of an administrative and 
pedagogical framework. 

Based on this clear mandate, the Heinz 
Endowments provided a five-year, $1.8 
million start-up grant to establish the 
inter-college Center for Watershed 
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Stewardship (CWS). Coursework across 
the physical sciences and humanities in 
the first year precedes the second year 
"Keystone Project," a service-learning, 
community-based practicum in watershed 
assessment, planning and management. 
Now into its third full year of operation, 
the program has attracted students with 
backgrounds in hydrology, regional 
planning, geology, landscape architecture, 
law, architecture, forestry, sociology, 
fisheries management and ecology. The 
first group of students worked with the 
Berks County Conservancy in addressing 
the 215-square-mile Maiden Creek 
watershed, some fifty miles northwest of 
Philadelphia. They prepared a GIS-based 
watershed characterization, conducted 
aquatic and riparian field assessments, 
interviewed stakeholders, critiqued 
existing ordinances and programs, held 
workshops and roundtables, and 
formulated preliminary watershed goals 
and management alternatives. With water 
quality issues high on the agenda, the 
plan emphasized an organizational 
framework to build community capacity 
as a cornerstone of integrated watershed 
stewardship. 

The external review process that marked 
the half-way point of the program's 
funding period was very positive. An 
evaluation team representing three mid
Atlantic universities and the American 
Water Resources Association appraised 
the program in July 2000. It commended 
the practicum's interdisciplinary approach, 
its commitment to team-building, and its 
strong service-learning environment. 

The Center's inaugural years have met 
the challenge of bridging academic 
cultures and engaging with real 
watershed communities on their own 
terms. Students and faculty alike are 
witnessing first hand the great potential 
for collaborative learning and creative 
problem-solving inherent in the CWS 
model. As importantly, communities 
across the state are eager to greet a new, 
more holistic kind of Penn State graduate: 
the watershed professional. 
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