Interdisciplinary Student Projects: A National Initiative For A Sustainable Future

Would you like to help teach students about how to create a more humane and environmentally sound future but you’re not sure what to do since it is not your area of expertise?  As part of the U.S. higher education response to the United Nations’ Decade of Education for Sustainable Development, an initiative has been developed by the Disciplinary Associations Network for Sustainability (www.aashe.org/dans) to share interdisciplinary models for sustainable development education and action on real world societal issues as part of the academic experience for all higher education students.  Below is a description of three models that can be used by faculty in any discipline.  All three models can easily be included as an assignment in any course in any discipline.  Faculty experience with this model might help increase the internal political acceptance required to eventually teach the sustainability paradigm in an across the curricula approach.   “Understanding environmental and social justice problems and potential solutions and developing the civic engagement attitudes and skills required to help create a more humane and environmentally sustainable future with healthy economies is necessarily an interdisciplinary venture.”

Model #1 - Envisioning A Sustainable Future

.   
This project about how to envision and help create a more humane and environmentally sound future was a very positive experience.  I am glad I got to be part of it.  It goes to show you that an education isn’t just about showing up to class and getting a grade.  It is about applying what you have learned toward your everyday life.  I was made more aware that I can actually make a difference in the world.

The above quote is a part of a collection of anonymous students’ evaluations about this model of a student course project. Students gained some of the skills and the attitudes needed to be a positive change agent for society. This model is an easy entrance point for many faculty because the project allows faculty to maintain their present course content and include sustainability just by adding it into an interdisciplinary assignment. The project integrates the three parts of sustainability - social, environmental and economic responsibility and action - into existing liberal arts and specialty courses.  This project is flexible, inexpensive and fun to implement within any disciplines or as part of an interdisciplinary learning community.  For both teachers and students, it reduces apathy, and instill attitudes and skills required to be positive change agents for the society.  Students using this model developed an: 

· increased caring about the future of society, 

· increased belief that they can make a difference, 

· increased willingness to participate in solving societal and environmental problems.

Small groups of students envision a positive scenario for the future of society using the theme of creating a more humane society and environmentally sustainable society.  Students then use discipline concepts from the course to create a story describing how society changed from today to their positive future scenario.  

Logistics

The small groups mentioned before are made up of nine to twelve students per group, with three to four students from each of the participating classes (in this case, Introduction to Psychology, American Government, and Microeconomics). The professors add thirty minutes to one section of each course, offer the courses simultaneously, and put a footnote in the schedule explaining that the extra thirty minutes will be used for an interdisciplinary project, but this project could also be accomplished by using existing class time.  Dual/blocked enrollment is not necessary because students only sign up for one course.  There is no need to change course descriptions because students get the regular content of the course. Even though professors have used combinations of Economics, Political Science, English and Psychology courses, any combination of disciplines can be used and other institutions have replicated this project using a wide array of disciplines.  Students experience interdisciplinary thinking if multiple separate classes of students participate in the project, but the curricular component can also be used within a single discipline’s course.

Grading and Workload for Students

This project is worth approximately 30% of the course grade, although that is easily adjusted by the instructor using the project. About half of the project grade is a group grade and the other half is a grade of the individual’s reflective papers. Students individually compare the scenarios presented by the groups and write about their personally preferred scenario and their willingness to help create this positive society in real life.  Students’ assessments of their group members are weighted into the project grade in order to prevent loafing by individuals.  The workload for the students is similar to other sections of these courses without the interdisciplinary project, because the project replaces other homework assignments that emphasize the application of discipline concepts.

Model #2 - Students Create A “Positive Futures Fair”

After the students create scenarios, they learn how to create a Positive Futures Fair. They acquire valuable skills and the fair is an inspiring campus event.  Students conduct research to find which local organizations are creating a more humane and environmentally sustainable future for society and invite these organizations to participate. 

Students help write a press release and distribute fliers on campus and at local schools and places of business.  Each organization has a display table and gives a short speech in the auditorium about their organization, describing career and volunteer opportunities.  Student enthusiasm for the fair is very high, and many students become interested in careers they never knew existed.  Most students have little previous exposure to how organizations are creating a more humane and environmentally sound society.  Many students volunteer after the Fair.  Some institutions have replicated just the Positive Futures fair and have found that it stands on its own as a successful project to teach some of the knowledge, skills, values and attitudes required for a shift to a sustainability paradigm.
Model #3 – Real World Problem Solving for Sustainability

Imagine a country where college students are helping to solve our societal sustainability problems. The Society for College and University Planning (SCUP), in collaboration with the US Partnership for Education for Sustainable Development and the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE), has created a website to act as a matchmaking tool between those organizations with real world sustainability projects and student  who want to work on those projects.  There is no charge for the use of this matchmaking tool.  It was created to help catalyze more effective work in this country in sustainable development.
Imagine if you allowed your students to include their involvement in a real world project as an assignment for the course.  You and your students can explore the available projects and their parameters at www.playagreaterpart.org. They are even organized by discipline, but you can have students work on just about any project and ask them to write a reflective piece on how they use concepts from your course to help make the project more successful. Multiple students from multiple disciplines are encouraged to participate. Businesses, government agencies, and non-profits are all posting projects.  The website is relatively new, but more projects are being posted every day.
The U.S. Partnership, SCUP and AASHE are all working with higher education institutions throughout the country, helping them infuse sustainability into curricula, student life, operations and facilities and community partnerships. Their connections with national higher education associations and individual colleges and universities make this matchmaking tool possible.

Conclusion
Many current professors were raised and almost all academic research was conducted during a time when the dominant paradigm in society was that resources were unlimited, nature should be conquered to enhance human life, and the earth could withstand easily whatever pollution humans could create.  We need multiple courses and student assignments to help students internalize and act upon the principles and practices for a sustainable future.  Many institutions are making sustainability education and action a part of the general education core requirements for all students.
The Disciplinary Associations Network for Sustainability (www.aashe.org/dans) is glad to bring you these interdisciplinary student project models.  Please share what you do and how it works.  For more information on how to infuse sustainability into academics, please contact Dr. Debra Rowe, President of the U.S. Partnership for Education for Sustainable Development at dgrowe@oaklandcc.edu 
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