Discussion Questions for the Advertisement
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The attached figure was published as a full-page advertisement in the Bozeman Daily Chronicle by one of our local mining companies (Cyprus Minerals Inc.).  I use this figure to begin an exploration of the relationship between Earth and societal issues in an introductory Environmental Geology course for non-majors.  I typically use the Think-Pair-Share teaching method to begin the discussion; see the Starting Point module http://serc.carleton.edu/introgeo/interactive/tpshare.html. In a small group seminar you could also use Socratic Questioning http://serc.carleton.edu/introgeo/socratic/index.html or perhaps do a role play exercisehttp://serc.carleton.edu/introgeo/roleplaying/index.html.
There is no right or wrong answer—just an exercise to get the students to read carefully, analyze the situation, ask questions, and confront their own values….
Here are some of the “guided discovery” questions I use to stimulate classroom discussion:

· What is the underlying message in this advertisement?
· Who is presenting this advertisement, from what point of view? It’s hard to read, but in the lower right corner the figures are from the National Association of Home Builders.

· Did this advertisement help to inform you about the use of resources in an average house?  Were you surprised at the amount of raw resources that go into a new house?
· Does this advertisement make you feel sympathetic to the company’s perspective? Why or why not?
· What is NOT said in the advertisement?

· What are the alternatives to these building materials?

· Could you use PCV pipe instead of Cu? Doesn’t that just displace the problem from using metals to using hydrocarbons?

· What are the environmental consequences of using these resources

· To recover all that Cu, how much Earth must be moved during the mining operation?  How much As, Pb, Cd is released to the environment? 
· Look closely at the numbers—what is learned by using averages?  What information is lost?

· Is this really an “average” house?  How many of you grew up in a house that looks like this?

· Isn’t this the “American Dream” home?  Can we all aspire to purchase a house such as this?  Is this sustainable? That is, can we really afford to consume limited resources in such abundances?  What are the ethical consequences of consumption on this scale?
· What resources will be needed to maintain this house, heating and cooling, watering the lawn and landscaping, etc.?

· Look at the concluding statement:  Mining. We Depend on It.  Who do they mean by “We”.  Does this shift the responsibility from the company to society—they are just doing a service by meeting the needs of our consuming society?
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Here is a “back-of-the-envelope” calculation:  

How much of the Berkeley Pit is “yours” if you live in an average house?

Given 500 lbs of copper in an average house

Using modern mining techniques, we can extract ~ 0.1 oz Cu/ton of rock

1 ton of rock is ~ 1 cubic yard

Answer:  500 lbs Cu x  16 oz/lb x 10 tons rock/1 oz x 1 yd/ton = 80,000 yd3 extracted from a typical open pit mine to produce enough copper for an “average” house. 
Butte:  The Berkeley Pit, Butte MT– 


The largest Superfund site in the United States due to the impacts of over a century of mining











