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INTRODUCTION TO SUSTAINABILITY
VISIONING A SUSTAINABLE WORLD

GENERAL BACKGROUND INFORMATION ABOUT SUSTAINABILITY
Welcome to Introduction to Sustainability!  My motivation for designing this course is my firm belief that sustainability will become the guiding principle for development in the 21st century, offering not just a way of “muddling through” a historic time fraught with unprecedented environmental, social, and economic challenges, but rather a vision beckoning to a much better future filled with new possibilities.  I am suggesting that we are on the cusp of a profound “sustainability revolution” that will change the world from one currently based on a one-dimensional economic growth paradigm, to one that optimizes multiple dimensions simultaneously including economic security, human welfare and equity, and a vibrant and functioning biosphere.  You will learn in this course that these dimensions are interrelated, and that when one is traded off for the other, the entire whole is diminished.  It has been said that the best way to predict the future is to create it!  You and your generation will take the lead in creating this revolution, because the challenges posed by global climate change, ecosystem degradation, resource depletion, over-consumption, and endemic global poverty are daunting and won’t be overcome without an abundant input of youthful energy, tenacity, dedication, and vision.  Nor can these problems be tackled by looking to the past for solutions.  What is most required are fresh ways of thinking, viewing, and acting.  My hope is that this course will provide skills, insights, and inspiration to help you make sense of our rapidly changing world, the challenges posed by the changes, and the opportunities afforded to you as individuals and to communities and societies to recreate a world built on a sustainable vision.
As you will observe from the attached syllabus, this course will cover a lot of ground.  The reason for teaching this course from a broad interdisciplinary perspective is the great insight from nature that the world sustains itself as a system, which can only be understood by knowing the inter-connections between the parts of the system.  It is these interactions that make systems greater than the sum of their parts.  As alluded to above, sustainability is not just about the environment, the economy, and human welfare, although each of these components is vital.  Rather, it is about people, and whether we can achieve interactions that are mutually supportive of society and nature.  Thus, a multi-disciplinary, whole-systems framework is implicit for “thinking sustainably.” This course will seek to articulate, in practical terms, how such thinking can weave rich layers of new meaning into your understanding of sustainability, and motivate you to translate that understanding into lifelong sustainable actions. 

SPECIFIC GOALS FOR THIS CLASS
The overarching challenge posed to this class will be to answer the question, What kind of world would you like to bequeath to your grandchildren in the year 2050?  We will approach this question from an interdisciplinary perspective that considers the multiple dimensions of sustainability including economics and business, human welfare and equity, science and technology, industrial and agricultural enterprises, ecology, and new sustainable designs for cities and communities.  As we discuss these perspectives, we will gain a deep appreciation for the way in which the dimensions of sustainability are intimately linked, and how all dimensions flourish when they work in harmony toward common sustainability goals.  Building on this perspective, this class will prepare a synthesis report that outlines a blueprint for a sustainable society in 2050.  The report will provide the basis for a Public Forum we will host in early December entitled Visioning a Sustainable World in 2050.  If you think this is a daunting task, don’t be too discouraged, because I have been through this process last semester with my Freshman Presidential Scholars class; the Forum they presented was really the highlight of the semester and a great deal of fun.  I am sure you have a similar experience.  In parallel to the classroom content, you will realize the practical positive impact you as an individual or in a small group can have today by partaking in a hands-on, out-of-class action project that serves to enhance sustainability.  The completed action projects will be prepared in a written report and displayed as posters at the Public Forum.
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS

Readings:
There is a huge amount of literature on sustainability that grows larger by the day, and it was difficult to single out one book for required reading.  I chose Bottled and Sold: The Story behind Our Obsession with Bottled Water by Peter Gleick, because it addresses several important issues related to our discussion of sustainability.  One is the water issue in terms of quality and quantity; it also exposes the dark side of our consumer culture with the huge waste of material and energy associated with the production, use, and disposal of our products; and the unethical tactics of advertisers willing to sell “snake oil” to a gullible public.  Your task for this reading is to submit a book report answering several questions I have posed 
	But beyond this one book, I have collected an extensive library of reference books on numerous aspects of sustainability; this library will be available to you, and I will recommend books and articles for your use as you research your group projects.  

Lecture materials :
This semester, I will try to provide a variety of learning experiences at our class meetings.  This will include my lectures, guest speakers, selected videos, and class exercises and games.  All lecture materials amenable to posting on the eLearning course website will uploaded for your reference.  [See files in the folder “Lecture Materials” after clicking on “Course Content.”]   

Grading:
The following parts describe your assignments for the semester, and how your grades will be distributed for these assignments.  I will do everything I can to support you in all of your assignments.  Do not hesitate to ask me for help if you feel in any way overwhelmed by one of the tasks.   Detailed instructions for completing your assignments for the book report, the ecological footprint, the carbon footprint, and your action to enhance sustainability are provided on the eLearning course website.  Each assignment has a folder within the “Homework Assignments” folder in “Course Content.” 

Attendance (10%)
Your attendance at every class is critical for maximizing your learning experience, so please make every effort to have a perfect attendance record.  I will honor legitimate excuses for absences.  If you are an athlete and must attend a sporting event, or have to be away for events related to academics, please inform me before the day of the event with a written note from your coach, professor, etc.  Illnesses and other excusable reasons for absence should be reported to me as soon as possible with a doctor’s note if you visited a doctor.  It is your responsibility after absences to access materials presented in class that day.  If you are absent from class and I receive no input from you to explain your absence, points will be deducted from your final grade even if you have a legitimate excuse. 

Book report (10%)
Bottled and Sold: The Story behind Our Obsession with Bottled Water.  You will be required to write your reflections about the book by responding to the three questions I have posed to you.  [See the folder titled “Book Report” within the folder “Homework Assignments.”]  The book report is due October 6.

        

Calculating your ecological footprint (5%)
Your ecological footprint estimates the amount of land and ocean area required annually to sustain your personal consumption patterns and absorb your wastes.  You will use the calculator developed by Redefining Progress, which can be accessed at http://ww w.myfootprint.org/en/  It requires answering 27 questions in four consumption categories (energy, food, housing, and goods and services), and  providing four actions for lowering your footprint.  See further instructions for completing this assignment in the folder “Ecological Footprint Assignment” within the “Homework Assignments” folder.  This assignment will be due September 22. 
 
Calculating your carbon footprint (10%)
Your carbon footprint is the estimated amount of CO2 you emit annually to the atmosphere from your daily activities and uses of energy.  You will evaluate your footprint using the carbon footprint calculator accessible at http://www.carbonfootprint.com/calculator.aspx   In addition to calculating your footprint, you will write a brief analysis of some practical measures you can do to reduce your footprint.  Further information and instructions are posted in two files within the folder “Carbon Footprint Assignment” in the “Homework Assignments” folder.  This assignment is October 13.   
   
Action to enhance sustainability (25%)
This is a semester-long assignment, during which you should dedicate about 10 hours of your time to a practical, hands-on activity that serves to enhance sustainability.  A detailed explanation of this project is provided in five files in the folder “Action to Enhance Sustainability” within the “Homework Assignments” folder.  You should carefully read these posted materials.  You may work individually, or in small groups.  The menu of possible activities to choose from is really huge, and I encourage you to choose one that will be fun and gratifying for you.  For example, you may wish lower your carbon or ecological footprint by walking rather than driving your car, or by reducing your meat consumption.  You may start a recycling campaign in your apartment or in a dorm unit on campus, or you may participate in community or campus environmental projects.  The first task will be to come up with an idea, and to bounce your idea off me.  The earlier you begin this assignment, the better – you don’t want to be frantically putting in your time at the end the semester, a situation that will surely take away the fun and spirit of doing this project in the first place.
              Please submit a brief draft outline of your action plan no later than September 8 using the template provided in the file “Format for draft outline on action to enhance sustainability,” which you can download in Word format.  If you get stuck in defining a project, ask me for ideas.  After receiving your draft plan, I will work with each of you, via e-mail or in person, to refine and finalize your work plan for the semester.  Your final action plan outline is due no later than September 22 using the template provided in the file “Format for final outline on action to enhance sustainability.”  Right at the beginning of your action, be sure to read the files “Notes on grading criteria/examples of previous student projects,” and especially “Notes on content of final report.”  Your final written report on your action to enhance sustainability is due on November 29.  
In addition to your final written report (worth 15%), you will also make a poster of your action, highlighting the major findings/achievements of your action on an attractive poster (worth 10%).  See the file “Poster Examples,” which provides a sampling of the posters that were displayed at the Public Forum last April.  Your poster in draft form is due November 17, and your final poster is due December 1.  The poster you prepare will be exhibited at a poster session at the Public Forum, scheduled for December 6.

Written report and Forum presentation on one major area of sustainability (40%) 
The class will divide into five groups, with each group focusing on one of the following five areas of sustainability: 1) new carbonless energy systems; 2) sustainable corporations/businesses; 3) sustainable cities/communities; 4) sustainable agriculture; and 5) sustainable ecosystems.  Over the course of the semester, each group will conduct research on their selected sustainability area; the end point of your research will be to create a vision for your area operating sustainably in the year 2050.  How would you characterize its sustainability?  What would be the major features that make it sustainable?  Each area of research will be nested with the other research areas in a world that has achieved sustainability in your children’s and grandchildren’s generation.
	To help you in this process, I will give each group a briefing paper with my ideas on the content of your report, and a comprehensive list of references to check out.  As noted above, my personal library will also be open to you.  Together, we will develop your vision during the semester with ample time allotted for discussion and refinement of your ideas.  Each area will be covered in class.  At the beginning of the set of classes devoted to your sustainability area, your group will be required to give an informal, first-cut overview of your findings to the class (about 15 minutes, but time is flexible).  In addition, I will ask each group to submit a brief progress report on their research at the end of September and October.  Near the end of the semester, three class periods will be devoted to rehearsing your presentations for the Public Forum.    
	You will present your findings in two formats.  One will be a written group report worth 20% of your grade.  This report will be due on November 29.  The second format will be the PowerPoint slide show (worth 10%) based on the vision created in your written report.  A rough draft of your slide show is due on November 17, the day of the 1st rehearsal for the Public Forum.   The final slide show will be due December 1, the day of you final rehearsal for the Forum.  Each group will present their slide show at the Public Forum on December 6; your presentation will be worth 10% or your grade.  Background materials and further information for your reports and the Forum will be posted on the eLearning course website under the folder “Public Forum Assignment.”
	
Opportunity for extra credit  (up to 10%)
You will receive extra credit for attending and reporting on lectures, films and other venues offered on or off campus that focus on the environment.  I will announce upcoming campus events as I learn about them in class, and will also post events in a folder named “Out of Class Events” on the eLearning course website.  You will receive 3% of extra credit if you turn in a one or two-page reflection sheet for each event you attend.  If you attend and report on three events this semester you will receive the maximum of 10% extra credit.

Summary of due dates
· Book report for Bottled and Sold: The Story behind Our Obsession with Bottled Water (October 6).

· Ecological footprint assignment (September 22).

· Carbon footprint assignment (October 13).

· Action to enhance sustainability: 1) written reports: 1st draft outline (September 8); final draft outline (September 22); final written report (November 29); 2) poster: draft poster (November 17); final poster (December 1).

· Written report and Public Forum: 1) written reports: brief progress report (September 29); brief progress report October 27; final written paper (November 29); 2) Public Forum: draft of slide show and 1st rehearsal (November 17); 2nd rehearsal (November 29); final slide show and 3rd rehearsal (December 1); Public Forum (December 6). 
 



Syllabus*

August 23, 25	Guest lecture by Pat Higby

August 30	Introductions, discussion of syllabus, course expectations, definitions/reflections on domains of sustainability.

September 1	Natural global change and the biosphere as a model of sustainable development; systems thinking and applications to sustainability. 

September 6	Human-caused global change – unsustainable development pathways since the Industrial Revolution; economic and social consequences.

September 8	Introduction to global climate - the Greenhouse Effect and other influences; evidence for global climate change – natural or caused by human activities? 

September 13	Impacts of climate change; policies/actions to mitigate or adapt; how much will it cost? – cost curves for reducing emissions of greenhouse gases. 

September 15	New Carbonless Energy Systems; first things first – taking energy efficiency seriously (video by Amory Lovins).
 
September 20	New Carbonless Energy Systems: Student Group Presentation – 15 minute Overview; class lecture on carbon capture & sequestration; nuclear energy.

September 22	New Carbonless Energy Systems: hydropower; solar thermal; solar photovoltaics.

September 27	New Carbonless Energy Systems:  wind; biomass; geothermal. 

September 29	Guest speaker: Officer Armaun Bartee will present Navy Goes Green! (plans to reduce petroleum use by 50%/increase alternative energy use by 50% by year 2020).

October 4	Guest speaker: UNI Professor Adele Santana will present Sustainability-Based Business Strategies (Curris 131)

October 6	Sustainable Corporations/Businesses: Student Group Presentation – 15 minute Overview; Sustainable Corporations/Businesses: example of Interface Carpet

October 11	Sustainable Corporations/Businesses: biomimicry; video presentation by Janine Benyus; brainstorming about products inspired by nature. 

October 13 	Guest speaker: Emeritus professor Lon Drake will present Sustainable Living on an Acreage Near Iowa City.

October 18	Sustainable Cities/Communities: video – Portland: Quest for the Livable City (plus class discussion).

October 20	Sustainable Cities/Communities: Student Group Presentation – 15 minute Overview; video presentation by Majora Carter – Sustainable South Bronx; some BIG ideas.

October 25	A Guided Tour of Sabin Hall – a LEED Silver Building by Steve Pavelec, UNI facilities planning.
  
October 27	Sustainable Agriculture: Student Group Presentation – 15 minute Overview; conventional, organic, and eco-agricultural systems - how can we feed a hungry world with 9 billion people? some BIG ideas. [Sustainable Agriculture: Video - The Power of Community (plus discussion).]

November 1	Guest speaker: Kathleen Delate from ISU Extension Service will present Organic Farming: Profitable and Bountiful! 

November 3	Guest speaker: UNI Professor Mark Myers will present The Current Biodiversity Crisis & Conservation Biology. 

November 8	Sustainable Ecosystems: Student Group Presentation – 15 minute Overview; how to protect the global commons? paying for ecosystem services; some BIG ideas.  

November 10	Sustainable Ecosystems: Video – The Interconnected Biosphere: Science at the Ocean’s Tipping Point (plus discussion). 

November 15	Sustainable Ecosystems: Class exercise: “Buy, Sell, Trade!” - ecosystem services game.

November 17	Visioning a Sustainable World in 2050: Student Group Presentations - Energy, Business, Cities, Agriculture, Ecosystems (1st rehearsal for Public Forum); draft posters on Action to Enhance Sustainability due.

November 22, 24	Thanksgiving Break.

November 29	Visioning a Sustainable World in 2050: Student Group Presentations - Energy, Business, Cities, Agriculture, Ecosystems (2nd rehearsal for Public Forum in CEEE auditorium).

December 1	Visioning a Sustainable World in 2050: Student Group Presentations - Energy, Business, Cities, Agriculture, Ecosystems (final rehearsal for Public Forum in CEEE auditorium); finished posters on Action to Enhance Sustainability due.
			
December 6	Public Forum Presentation (plus poster session): Visioning a Sustainable World in 2050, 6:30-8:00 PM, CEEE auditorium (no scheduled morning class).

December 8	Wrap up, unfinished business

December 13, 15	Finals week: no final exam/no meeting.

*Listed topics are shown in sequence they will be discussed; they may not exactly follow the dates assigned to them in syllabus. 



