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An Educator’s Review of Rachel Carson’s

The Sea Around Us
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Abstract

Rachel Carson is often credited as one of the most prominent figures of the modern environmental movement. Most
people and educators involved with teaching environmental education understand the popular influence of her
seminal book Silent Spring which brought public attention to concepts of biomagnification and the unknown and
un-intended harms of widespread chemical use in society. Indeed, it is arguable that Rachel Carson could be
considered the mother the modern environmental movement as well as one of the foundational keystones behind
public envi-ronmental education. Many people, however, do not know that Silent Spring is only one of five books
that she wrote throughout the course of her life, with her first three books focusing on topics relating to the oceans
and marine systems. Under the Sea Wind (1941), The Sea Around Us (1951) and The Edge of The Sea (1955).

Book Reviews

Rachel Carson is considered one of the most prom-
inent figures of the modern environmental movement.
Most people and educators involved in teaching environ-
mental education understand the profound influence of
her seminal book, Silent Spring, which brought public
attention to concepts of biomagnification and the pre-
viously unknown and unintended harms of widespread
chemical use in society. Indeed, it is arguable that Ra-
chel Carson is the mother of the modern environmental
movement and her work is one of the foundational key-
stones behind public environmental education. Many
people, however, are unaware that Silent Spring is only
one of five books that she wrote throughout her life, with
her first three books focusing on topics related to the
oceans and marine systems. Under the Sea Wind, pub-
lished in1941, The Sea Around Us (Carson, 1951), and
The Edge of The Sea, published in 1955.

The purpose of this book review is to examine the
most famous of these other titles by Rachel Carson, The
Sea Around Us, which won the National Book Award in
1951 and catapulted Rachel Carson into the internation-
al spotlight as a leading voice on nature and the environ-
ment. This international recognition from The Sea
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Around Us likely influenced readers to invest time in
reading her future book, Silent Spring, which is a key
book in the modern environmental movement.

As a science educator, I focus on finding ways to
incorporate seminal works of science literature into
the science classroom. Philosophically, this aligns with
modern educational best practices, such as place-based
science. As important, it provides the opportunity to
expand science beyond the realm of facts and experi-
ments and into the realm of literature. Something my
students lament is that science, in their view, is dry and
full of facts with no room for passion or aesthetics. As
an avid reader myself, inspired by science writers such
as Rachel Carson, Stephen J. Gould, Charles Darwin, E.O.
Wilson, and Jane Goodall, I find these student views
quite sad, as science has a tremendous ability to inspire
readers to love and understand their surroundings.
Something I have personally experienced.

In this modern era of education, we are met with
considerable challenges, such as engaging students in
reading as well as a decline in reading comprehension
and rigor. The National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress (NAEP)’s national report card shows a decline in
overall reading skills amongst 4th and 8th graders since
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2015 (NAEP, 2024). These challenges are reflected in
higher-grade reading skills, as well as in American Col-
lege Testing (ACT) scores, where overall reading scores
have steadily declined since 2017 (NCES, 2024). It is of
the utmost importance that we, as science educators, be-
gin to seek ways to incorporate more reading into our
classrooms, and this starts with reading and evaluating
historical works by renowned science writers, such as
Rachel Carson.

The Sea Around Us serves as a wonderful piece to
delve into the type of person Rachel Carson was, her
communication style, and the history of communicating
science to a broad audience. The book comprises twelve
chapters, each subdivided into several categories, which
include the geological history and importance of the
oceans, the interconnectedness of the oceans and their
fragile ecosystems, and the beauty that exists within
them. Each chapter is written in a way that connects to
these broad themes, while also engaging the reader in
thoughtful consideration of the beauty of science.

The first three chapters of the book serve as a brief
introduction to the study of oceanography, covering
topics that include the geological history of the Earth’s
oceans, how they influence the winds and currents in re-
sponse to the Coriolis Effect, and how all weather is ulti-
mately connected to the oceans. As educators, these are
topics we are already quite familiar with, having taken
various geology, weather, and potentially oceanography
classes in our preparation to become teachers. Howev-
er, for those who don’t have this background, this book
encompasses it all with brief yet eloquent well-written
prose that engages the reader and the imagination.

Evolving from the brief overview of the geology of
the oceans, Carson uses the next three chapters to share
the more mysterious aspects of the world’s oceans that
modern-day readers may have been introduced to at
some point in their lives. Still, the text is crafted in such
a captivating way that it keeps the reader engaged. The
richness of the barely explored depths of the oceans, the
bioluminescent creatures found at those depths within
ecosystems completely devoid of energy input from the
sun, and the geological forces that lead to island and reef
formations are all included in these middle chapters.

Carson then moves on to what amounts to a histor-
ical geology lesson, covering the third quarter of chap-
ters, which focus on topics ranging from the ice ages to
the origin of water and oceans on Earth, to the intercon-
nected ecosystems that inhabit it. This is where a mod-
ernreader and educator can benefit from recent editions
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of the book. Annotations have been made in subsequent
editions, including updated information about the sci-
ence content. Newer studies are included that elaborate
on the topics Carson covered. As an educator focused
on both teaching environmental topics and increasing
the reading opportunities for students, this book serves
as a perfect template for designing a class for environ-
mental learners on the topic of oceanography.

The final two chapters of the book explore topics
that discuss the ocean’s role as a primary regulator of
Earth’s climate, leaving the reader with a final mes-
sage on humans’ ability to impact the sea. Although
not directly discussed in this portion of the book
(having been published in 1951), it is evident that the
precursors of an environmentalist warning about the
anthropogenic impact on nature, which would become
a central point of her book, Silent Spring, are present. In
the final chapter of the book, titled The Enduring Sea,
Carson goes as far as to foreshadow the coming
problems with pollution and change that humanity
would struggle with in the decades following the book’s
publication. Carson’s ideas are grounded in science,
as well as by her own observations, which is a benefit
to science learners. Throughout the course of learn-
ing science, we are told that observation is one of the
most crucial aspects of science, and communication of
observations, experimentation, and theories can lead to
changes in our world. These final chapters of the book
can be used to lead the reader into real-world problem
solving and environmental action that took place, and
continues to take place, after she wrote and published
the words.

If we consider for a moment our role as educators,
where does The Sea Around Us potentially fit for stu-
dents in our endeavor to increase literacy in the United
States? Looking through the Next Generation Science
Standards (NGSS), twenty states have fully adopted
NGSS, with twenty-eight others using NGSS as a tem-
plate for drafting their standards. Each of the topics
referenced in NGSS for environmental education is
within this book. The book can also be used to expand
on topics of inclusion, women in science, and reading
literacy opportunities for students. The Sea Around Us
could easily serve as an organizational template for a
high school environmental course, where the cur-
riculum could be designed around each of the book’s
major chapters. Students could read and reflect on the
chapters and then study the topics presented in greater
detail. Moreover, if one is teaching a lesson on the
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history of the environmental movement in an Advanced
Placement Environmental Science (fondly referred to as
APES) course, this book could serve as an entry point.

[ am a firm believer that the works of Rachel Carson
should serve as the foundational keystone for any course
on environmentalism. An advanced course, such as
APES, should require every student to read Silent
Spring or The Sea Around Us as part of the
coursework. If we are to consider the growing need for
improving literacy in America, science educators will
need to get creative in incorporating reading into our
courses. However minute these opportunities might be,
we must endeavor to find relevant and meaningful
reading for our students and, if we can, design our
courses around it. In this era of book banning and
declining literacy rates, there is no better time than
now to redouble our efforts in this endeavor. Books
written by talented scientists like Rachel Carson offer
us the opportunity to encourage a lifetime of read-ing
and a passion for science for the next generation of
science enthusiasts and scientists.
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