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Curriculum for the Bioregion Initiative 
Building Concepts of Sustainability into Undergraduate Curriculum

purpose

The Curriculum for the Bioregion initiative aims to better prepare undergraduates, as well as ourselves, to live in a world where the complex issues of environmental quality, environmental justice, and sustainability are paramount.  This faculty and curriculum development project is based on two ideas: local knowledge is the basis for understanding the larger issues of global change, and within this framework of global change, experiential learning in local places has lasting meaning.  

Strategy

The creation of “faculty learning communities” within individual disciplines to build place-based learning and sustainability concepts in introductory college classes; and field- and community-based workshops that update faculty about pressing bioregional issues as well as the people and organizations working on solutions.
Approaches to Curriculum Improvement or Reform with Respect to Changing Content or Pressing Issues in Society and the World
· "Add-a-course" approach.  A good step!  But, important topics are often isolated in elective status or into one disciplinary lens, e.g., sustainability just as a dimension of, or a sidebar to environmental studies.
· Re-orientation of majors, minors, or general education curricula. The current driver for sustainability is the development of global understandings and competence, or civic engagement.  Rich sites for learning are, of course, freshman seminars and senior capstone experiences.
· Interdisciplinary curricula – Either through new, added courses, or through curricular learning communities that link or cluster 2-3 classes during a given term and enroll a common cohort of students.
· The addition of community-based learning or service-learning to existing classes, that grounds theory in practice.
Curriculum Integration Approaches Upon Which to Build
· Course redesign approaches: AASHE disseminates an approach that builds on the work of Geoff Chase and Peggy Barlett (Ponderosa and Piedmont Projects). On-campus faculty workshops stimulate and prepare faculty to build sustainability content in any course they teach—in any way they choose.  On some campuses, faculty submit a revised syllabus and report on how they changed their class; often there is a financial incentive for doing this.  In the case of the Piedmont Project, a campus web-site displays the changed syllabi.
· Ongoing “faculty learning communities:” Faculty members meet over an academic term or for a year or more both to explore a new dimension in their work and to create or co-create products.  Intellectual and social community is grounded in these teachers’ ongoing classroom work.  These communities can be both intra-institutional and inter-institutional.  This is the strategy of the Curriculum for the Bioregion initiative, using… 
· The Washington Center’s curriculum integration approach: Our 20+ years of learning communities curriculum planning workshops have focused on keystone ideas and conceptual attainment related to significant learning.  In our learning community work, we encourage faculty members to use this approach both for planning and for assessment of student learning as well, using protocols developed by Veronica Boix Mansilla at Harvard Project Zero’s Interdisciplinary Studies Project. (See http://www.pz.harvard.edu/interdisciplinary/staffresearch.html)
· Curriculum for the Bioregion’s faculty learning communities In 2007-08, faculty learning communities were created in biology and English Composition.  In 2008-09, we are forming communities in chemistry, sociology and anthropology, and philosophy and religious studies. Each one is composed of 20-24 individuals from institutions in the Puget Sound bioregion.

Curriculum for the Bioregion Initiative’s
Approach for Designing Integrative 
Sustainability Assignments

We ask faculty members to begin by identifying keystone concepts or “big ideas” in a course that they teach.   “Big ideas” are concepts that matter to faculty members and to the discipline.  They are also concepts that are powerful enough that students can remember them, see them at work, and use them—years into the future.  Then, we ask faculty to develop an assignment that situates one of those “big ideas” in a sustainability context or issue, or links the disciplinary “big idea” with a “big idea” in sustainability.  Why an assignment?   Because it is through assignments that students use and integrate ideas and demonstrate their understanding of these ideas.  Assignments are what students often take the most seriously in a course.  
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