Student Handout for A Lifestyle Project for the Humanities
Curriculum by Kevin O’Brien, Pacific Lutheran University
          Lifestyle Project Assignment Guide

Purpose

Our class discussions often touch on the ways personal choices and habits impact the issues we are studying.  The lifestyle project is a way to make this more concrete; it asks you to be mindful of, change, and reflect in writing on how your own lifestyle impacts the environment.  It gives you the opportunity to think about and learn from a change in your own behavior.  

The Project in Three Parts

A brief description of each aspect of the project is offered here, more information on each can be found on the following pages.

I. Baseline Self-Reflection

For one week, you will record your experiences with the three areas we will discuss —transportation; eating habits; and meditative or prayer practices that connect you to the natural world.  You will turn in a one-page, typed summary of what you learn from this process.

II. Choosing a Project and Making a Commitment

After we discuss your initial self-reflections in class, you will decide on one of the three areas to focus your attention for the following month and commit to one change you will make in that area.  You will continue to record your experiences and thoughts about this aspect of your life, keeping track of what you are doing, how it is going, and how you feel about it for the entire month.

III. Reporting on Progress

Two weeks into your commitment, you will turn in another one-page summary of the most interesting findings, questions, and insights that have emerged from your commitment and self-reflection.

IV. Assessing Your Work

After the month is over, you will write up a formal report of what you did, how it went, and what, if anything, it has changed in the way you think, feel, or act about environmental issues.  
Assignment Timeline
	October 1-7
	Monitor your behavior and attitudes relevant to transportation, diet, communication, and meditation.  Take notes and recording your observations.  

	October 10
	Initial Journaling and Self-Reflection Paper Due

	October 13
	Project Commitment Form Due. Develop and record a plan for a realistic and meaningful change you might make in one of the four areas.  

	October 13-November 10
	Enact the change you have chosen, taking notes and recording your observations.  

	October 27
	Midstream Report Due

	November 17
	Lifestyle Project Final Report Due


The Rules
1. The point of this project is to learn about how our lifestyles influence environmental issues by paying attention to our choices and committing to making one change.  You are not expected to make profoundly difficult changes or to do anything that makes you truly uncomfortable, nor do I want you to try something that will not be feasible or manageable in your life.  You are expected to plan and think about your daily life as it relates to the issues of this course and to make a commitment that represents a significant change for you. 

2. This project is not about shaming anyone or measuring who has the best or worst lifestyle.  Its results will not be used to compare individuals or to attack the choices anyone is making.  Rather, it invites each individual student to reflect on the ways your life can and does contribute to both environmental problems and solutions.  

3. Participation in the lifestyle project requires that you accept responsibility for keeping a record of your behavior, setting goals to make a significant change, following through on your commitment, and writing up the results of your work. 

4. If you feel that participating in this assignment might negatively affect your health or well being in any way, or if doing so conflicts with your beliefs, you may choose not to participate.  Students who make this choice will be given an alternative, research-based assignment.  Schedule an appointment with me if you would like to choose this option.

5. Participants in the lifestyle project can choose to opt out at any time, for any reason.  Anyone who wishes to do so simply needs to schedule an appointment with me to receive the alternative research assignment.

Initial Self-Reflection Paper 

Due:  October 10


15% of your final assignment grade
For the first week of October, you should record how you transport yourself, what sorts of things you eat, and whether and how you meditate or pray.  You do not need to turn in all your records.  However, you should use them as the raw material for a paper in which you reflect on what you have learned.  The following questions might help to guide these reflections:

· What did you do this week that you are proud of, environmentally speaking?

· What did you do this week that you are not proud of, environmentally speaking?

· What has influenced the ways you behave in these four areas?  

· In what area do you think you could be doing more to avoid harming or contribute to helping the natural environment?  

This paper should be one page long, double-spaced, and in a 12-point font with 1-inch margins.
Project Commitment Form
Due October 13


5% of your final assignment grade

Fill out the attached form completely and bring it to class on Monday, October 13.  

Midstream Report Due
Due October 27


15% of your final assignment grade

Two weeks into the project, use your records to once again write a short paper reflecting on the experience and what it has taught you.  In addition to continuing reflection on the questions above, you might also ask:

· Is fulfilling your commitment leading to any unexpected changes in other parts of your life?

· What are the challenges that make it difficult to fulfill your commitment?  Is there anything you plan to do differently for the last two weeks of the project?

· Has your commitment changed the way you relate to other people?  To social structures or institutions?  To the natural world? How?  

· What broad and general lessons have you learned so far about the challenges of personal and social change?

This paper should be one page long, double-spaced, and in a 12-point font with 1-inch margins.

Lifestyle Project Final Report 
Due November 17

65% of your final assignment grade

Use your records and experiences of the last five weeks to write a paper that critically reflects on the commitment you made, whether you fulfilled it, and how your efforts influenced your perspective on or attitude toward environmental issues. 

Your reflection should offer explicit answers to the following questions:

· Did you fulfill the commitment you set for yourself?  Why or why not?  How easy was it to remember or to forget to change your habits? 

· How did other people in your life support you in the change you made?  How did they make this change more difficult?

· What did this project teach you about how people can change their behavior for environmental reasons?  What did it teach you about how society as a whole can change?

· Did this project make you more or less hopeful about the potential of a sustainable future for your life and your society?

This report should be six pages long, double-spaced and in a 12-point font with 1-inch margins on all sides of the page.  You should take the time to write it carefully and edit your work. 

How This Assignment Will Be Graded
The first three grades will be earned based on completion: if you turn in the commitment form by the assigned due date, you will receive full credit for it.  If you turn in the initial and midterm reflections on time, answer all the questions thoughtfully, and provide examples from your experiences, you will receive full credit for them.

The final report will be graded based on how well you write and reflect on your actions.  I will read each one with the following questions in mind:

1. Do you communicate your ideas clearly and carefully?

2. Do you demonstrate your efforts to fulfill the commitment you laid out, and are you thoughtful and self-reflective about the reasons you both did and did not meet your goals?

3. Do you thoughtfully answer each of the questions listed above?    

Here is a rough guide to the grades you might earn:

A report earning a grade in the A range will be thoughtfully written and constructed, revealing a real commitment to the project as well as care and creativity in the ways ideas are expressed.  It will thoughtfully reflect on personal actions and ideas, connect those to wider community and societal influences, and show awareness of complicated environmental realities.

A report earning a grade in the B range will be carefully written and edited, showing commitment to the project and insights into the environmental impact of the author’s choices and actions.  It will show careful insight into the relationship between an individual, society, and the natural world, and will shed light on the connections between personal choices and environmental issues. 

A report earning a grade in the C range will express ideas clearly, showing that the project guidelines were fulfilled and the assignment was done.  It will show attention to the ways ideas and actions are shaped by and shape environmental problems and can contribute to environmental solutions.  

A report earning a grade in the D or E range will not fulfill the assignment either by reflecting unclear and unintelligible writing or by demonstrating that the project was not taken seriously and commitment to it was not maintained.    

Areas of Focus, Questions for Reflection, and Possible Commitments

	Area
	Environmental Impact
	Self-Reflection Questions
	Possible Commitments

	Transpor-tation
	Perhaps the most familiar and infamous form of energy consumption is car travel, through which almost everyone in our society consumes fossil fuels, contributes to local pollution, and affects the global climate.  To the extent that you can travel by public transportation—such as buses and trains—or by your own power —such as walking or bike-riding— you will have less negative impact and serve as a positive example.  
	· How far did you travel by car during the week?

· How far did you travel by other means?

· Was travel mostly done alone?  With others?  

· How does the way you travel change your mood?  Your relationships?
	· Do not drive or ride in a car 2-3 days per week.

· Set a strict limit of car trips per week below your average, so that you have to bundle errands, school, and work into the same trip.

· Walk or ride your bike 5 days a week.

· Ride public transportation for your daily commute.

	Diet
	Our most immediate consumption is the food we eat, and the dietary choices we make have a profound influence on both our health and the health of the environment as a whole. It is therefore crucial to consider how much energy is consumed in the production of our food, its travel to us, and the packaging required to ship and sell it.  Eating locally, organic, and/or lower on the food chain is an important way to contribute to a healthier world.
	· How much do you know about how the food you eat was produced and transported to you?

· How much of what you ate this week was organic?  How much was grown within 100 miles?

· How much food you ate was processed?  How much was meat?  
	· Give up eating meat for all but one day of the week.  

· Commit to knowing where every food and ingredient you eat was grown for 3 days a week.

· Eat more simply for the month so that you can save a set amount of money from your food budget and send that money to a cause you believe in.

	Meditation, Prayer, and/or Spiritual Practices
	Many of our readings argue that environmental degradation is a symptom of the fast pace of modern life and the separation humans feel from the natural world.  One way to overcome these problems is to spend time in quiet meditation, to bring spirituality outdoors, or to incorporate environmental elements into traditional worship. 
	· Did you spend any time this week in a quiet place with no distractions?  Did you want to?

· If you have a prayer life or regular spiritual practices, does it connect to environmental issues in any way?
	· Devote 30 minutes, four days a week, to being alone in a silent space where you can relax, think, practice yoga, or otherwise be still.

· Pray, do your regular spiritual reading, or some other practice outdoors for the entire month.


� This assignment is adapted from the Lifestyle Project developed and used by Rose McKenney, Bill Teska, Claire Todd, and Jill Whitman in GEOS/ENVS 104 here at PLU.  Its roots are in a project developed at Skidmore College and discussed in Kirk, Karin B. and John J. Thomas, “The Lifestyle Project” in the Journal of Geoscience Education, 2003, v. 51, n. 5, p. 496-499. 






