
ENVS 420 – Topics in Sustainability 
Syllabus  

Course Information 

Instructor Information 

Scott Ramsey, Ph.D. 

Email: scott.ramsey@vwu.edu 

 Phone Number: 907-766-3697 (h) 303-3697 (c) 

Textbook and Course Materials 

Heart of Sustainability: Restoring ecological balance from the inside out. Edwards, A. R. (2015). 
New Society Publishers. 
 
Blue Mind: The Surprising Science That Shows…… Wallace J. Nichols 
 

Course Description  

This course is designed to explore the many facets of sustainability; water, energy, food, 
waste handling, and transportation. We will purposefully explore how each separate 
component is interrelated to one another and how factors from a changing climate may 
be affecting these relationships. Finally, this experience will draw attention to each of 
our personal habits as they relate to these aspects of sustainability and will discover 
ways in which our decisions are part a complex interconnected web and how we might 
make a more sustainable lifestyle and planet. 

Credit Hours 

4 

Prerequisites and/or Co-requisites 

No prerequisites and/or co-requisites 

Learning Outcomes 

 Students who successfully complete this course will be able to: 



• Identify, monitor, and record personal daily and weekly uses related to water, 
energy, food, waste, and transportation. 

• Provide reasonable responses to these habits and invent or refine short or longer-
term practices for daily life that conserves resources and support restoration of 
structure and function of the natural environment.  

• Identify the complexities related to the cumulative effect our personal uses related to 
water, energy, food, waste, and transportation has on the ecosystem. 

• Design and potentially implement actionable and practical resolutions to issues 
related to water, energy, food, waste, or transportation in student’s community. 

• Foster deeper connections with and between students and their respective 
community, through the community based experiential learning project known as: 
Intervention Design (for) Engaging Adaptive Sustainability (IDEAS).  

• Reflect on ways in which changing climates affect each of the arenas of water, 
energy, food, waste, and transportation. 

Course Format and Design 

This course is offered fully online in modular format. The course is designed to provide 
students with a variety of learning experiences and equip students with learning 
resources and activities that enable learning outcomes.  

About This Course 

Course Components 

The course is divided into three main sections. The first section is an introduction to 
sustainability and an overview of how the forces of climate change are affecting the planet’s 
various systems that will be in the first Module.  

Section two is the main body of the course and is divided into five areas of focus; Water, 
Energy, Transportation, Waste, and Food. We will explore each of these arenas from a personal 
relationship perspective via resource usage logs as well as from a larger, broader outlook. In the 
process, we hope to discover how our actions have broader, planetary implications.   

The final session will be a synthesis of what we have learned over the duration of the course.  It 
will consist of a personal exploration of the True Resource Use Experiential Cost of food, (TRUE-
Cost Project). For more specifics see Project below. 

Course Layout 

While there is some variation, each area of focus will roughly be divided into the below 
sections.  

1. Resources: This section contains a list of recommended readings, videos, films, and 
web sites that provides foundational grounding for each topic. In addition to the 
common resources, each learner will research and identify appropriate material that 
informs the research area they intend to pursue for their specific area of study.  



2. Experiential Activities: This section is intended to provide specific exercises which 
will guide the learner to apply the concepts of the week into their daily life, helping 
them to ground their understanding of each area of focus.  

3. Personal-Use Journals:  This portion of the class attempts to make learning 
meaningful by having students record their own personal use of an area of study for 
a given number of days.  Students will be evaluated on their level of participation 
and thoroughness of entries, not on the actual results.  Students will be asked to 
supplement their recording with a 1-2 page reflection piece that will be evaluated 
based on depth of reflection and meaningful insights. 

4. Roundtables Discussion: Students will be asked to engage with one another weekly. 
Each student will be asked to post an original comment that utilizes course resources 
and personal reflections and respond to at least two other classmates each week. 

5. Assignments: Each of the sections are tied together. Assignments support new 
learning that occurs through engagement in the other sections of each week. In the 
assignments section, learners will provide information about their TRUE-Cost 
project that they will create by the end of the course, as well as provide initial 
insights into this exploration and other listed assignments.  

Projects and Papers 

Your Position and Reflection Essay 

This is a two part essay, that requires students to submit a cumulative 3-5 page reflection that 
introduces yourself and your positionality towards sustainability and climate change (2-3 
pages) and a reflection on the Footprint exercise (1-2 pages).   

The first part of the paper, your positioning, is an introduction that will share your home region 
and your emergent academic focus. In addition, it will outline your positionality towards 
sustainability and climate change and outlines what are some of the biggest sustainability issues 
facing your community.   

The second part of the paper documents your reflection regarding your Footprint Assignment.  
It will explore your impressions on the process, your Footprint score, how you might be able to 
lessen your impact within each sector, and how you might integrate these insights into our 
daily lives to facilitate sustainable behaviors. 

 This is worth 100 points and makes up 5% of your grade. 

Personal Resource Usage Logs 

Over the duration of the course, roughly every week, students will be recording 
their daily personal resource usage related to the topic that we are focusing on.  For example, 
during Module 2- Water, students will record their water usage.  At the end of the course, each 
student will have documented their water use, food intake, transportation and energy 
needs, and the amount of waste they produced.  



Students will use the  Personal Resource Usage v2.xlsx Excel sheet provide or another form of 
organizer that includes the same information to record their usage. 

In addition to recording resource usage for each of the areas of focus (water, energy, 
transportation, waste, and food), students are asked to submit a supplementary reflection 
piece.  This will be a 1-2 page reflection that will record insights gained from this process as well 
as thoughts as to how each person's choices have broader implications.   

Each journal entry is worth 100 points and together makes up 30% of your grade. 

TRUE-cost Project   

The TRUE-cost project attempts to synthesize all of the personal use resource exercises 
throughout the semester so that students can explore the true cost of their food choices.  
Students will select one meal and explore how each of the ingredients from that meal impacted 
the arenas of water, energy, transportation, and waste.  Students will consider the production, 
harvesting, packaging, and delivery of each ingredient in your calculations.  Students will 
submit these calculations in their Personal Resource Usage v2.xlsx log.  

This portion of the project is worth 250 points.   

Additionally, students will submit a 5-8 page complementary reflection piece. The paper should 
be structured with the following elements; 1). Cover Page; 2). Introduction; 3). Results and 
Analysis of each sector; 4) Discussion that addresses each of the topics below; 5). Conclusion, 
and 6) References at least 3 sources.  The paper should follow 7th addition APA guidelines. 

                Discussion Topics: 

• What insights did you gain from this process? 

• What barriers did you experience in calculating cost? 

• How might you take these lessons beyond the classroom? 

• In what ways will a changing climate or outbreaks such as Covid-19 have on 
each of these arenas (water, energy, transportation, and waste)? 

Each part of this assignment is worth 250 points and together make up 25% of your grade. 

Expectations 

While all students are different, a student can generally expect to about 16 hours a week on 
coursework for a four-credit course. This is a course that will have a diverse set of weekly 
activities and weekly due dates. Some of your time will be spent reading assignments, visiting 
web sites, and watching videos. You will also spend several hours recording in your resource 
use journals, participating with other students in the roundtable discussion board, and 
submitting assignments. You will also be spend time within experiential assignments. Finally, 
there will time throughout the course that will be devoted to your TRUE-Cost project.  

Course Participation and Products 



Participants will be evaluated on the following components:  

1. Participation in weekly roundtable dialogues. Each person will post a reflective 
integrated summary of new learning each week and read and respond to a 
minimum of two other posts. Posts such as “I agree,” or “ditto,” lack the 
characteristics needed for productive dialogue. The original post is due by Friday 
of that week and the response is due by Sunday before midnight.  

2. Actively participating in personal use diary reflections and reflection pieces.  

3. Completion of experiential exercises and activities on time. Typically, the 
evidence of what is learned from the activities and exercises will be found in the 
weekly dialogue and in the assignment sections. 

4. Completion of all assignments in a timely manner. Assignments that are turned 
in after the assigned date are subject to being penalized 5 points for each day the 
assignment is overdue, unless there is consent given by instructor prior to the 
assignment’s due date. 

5. The design, implementation and verification of TRUE-Cost project focused on 
the learners chosen subject matter in the appropriate time.  

6. Completion of a final synthesis evaluation in the appropriate time. 

Evaluation 

The following assignments will be used as the basis for grades. There is a potential of 2000 
points. 

Activity Points Percent 

Position Essay Assignment 100 5% 

Meal Choice Assignment 100 5% 

Roundtable Initial Reflections 
(7 x 90 points) 

630 32% 

Roundtable Responses  
(7 x 10) points) 

70 3% 

Resource Usage Journals (6 x 
100 points) 

600 30% 

TRUE-cost Project 500 25% 

Total 2000 100% 

Grades 

>2250  A 
2000 – 2249  B 



1750 – 1999  C 
1500 – 1750  D 

<1499  F 
 

Course Schedule 

The instructor reserves the right to make necessary changes, additions, deletions, and revisions 
to the course schedule as needed.  

Module Readings Assignments 
Due 

1. Sustainability in 
a Changing Climate 

Read: The Introduction and Chapter One- Heart of Sustainability- 
https://newsociety.com/var/storage/blurbs/9780865717626_excerpt.pdf 

Watch: 

#1 What is Sustainability? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eEis6O9m0Ow 

# 2 Sustainability from an Ecological Perspective 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=208&v=beidaN3SNdA 

#3 Earth overshoot day 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=33&v=jgbY79Opn34 

#4 History of Earth’s climate- 

Some suggest that the current change in climate is a result of the Earth’s natural cycle of 
change.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dC_2WXyORGA 

#5 Dr. Katherine Hayhoe Climate Change: 

A perspective from atmospheric scientist, professor, and director of the Climate Science 
Center 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtrYNGs9oRM 
 

Your Position 
Essay Assignment 

(100 points) 

 

Roundtable #1 
Discussion 

(100 points) 

 

2. Water- Cycles, 
Sheds, and Our 

Blue Mind 

Read:  

#1- The Blue Mind, Foreword, Preface and Chapter 1  

#2- Drinking Water Shortage Threatens Virginia Beach Economy 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/local/1984/11/18/drinking-water-shortage-
threatens-virginia-beach-economy/0ac0d505-fbf8-4729-854c-
c9aca839c825/?utm_term=.720085d55e47 

#3. The Water Cycle  

https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/Water/page1.php 

#4. What is a watershed 

https://vtechworks.lib.vt.edu/bitstream/handle/10919/47487/426-
041_pdf.pdf?sequence=1 

 

Watch: 

 

Personal Resource 
Usage (100 points) 

 

Roundtable #2 
Discussion 

(100 points) 

 

Experiential 
Exercise 



Module Readings Assignments 
Due 

#1 Pollution in The Chesapeake Bay 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YqUK2oS6bzc 

#2 The Water Cycle 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=al-do-HGuIk 

#2 The Water Cycle and Climate Change 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BIbys6VQpVk 

#3 – What is a Watershed in general 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BYwa_0w1jGY 

#4- The Chesapeake Watershed 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M2_MrlMPrrM 

#5 - The relationship between climate change/ sea levels and the Chesapeake 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7KaJBRcbDg 

 

3. Energy - Living 
in the Past and 

Planning for the 
Future 

Read: 

#1 - The Secret to World Energy- The evolution to the world’s energy system 

http://www.ecology.com/2010/09/15/secret-world-energy/ 

#2 - Fossil Fuels- An explanation of the dominance of Fossil fuels 

https://www.eesi.org/topics/fossil-fuels/description 

#3 -Virginia State Energy Profile 

https://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=VA 

#4 - Phantom Loads 

https://www.takecontrolandsave.coop/documents/PhantomLoad.pdf 

 

Watch: 

#1- Human and Energy: Crash Course World History 207  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EM1IyIyr-Zc 

#2 - The story of where energy comes from  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Z6P-PoZVKQ 

#3 - Big picture of energy use in U.S  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zN4jaRoP2AA 

#4- Renewable Energy Explained in 2 ½ Minutes 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KEeH4EniM3E 

 

 

 

Personal Resource 
Usage (100 points) 

 

Roundtable #3 
Discussion 

(100 points) 

 

Experiential 
Exercise 



Module Readings Assignments 
Due 

4. Transportation: 
On the Move and 
Moving On 

Read: 

#1 - Carbon Pollution from Transportation 

https://www.epa.gov/transportation-air-pollution-and-climate-change/carbon-
pollution-transportation 

#2 - Fast Facts on Transportation Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

https://www.epa.gov/greenvehicles/fast-facts-transportation-greenhouse-gas-emissions 

#3 - Global Greenhouse Emissions Data 

https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-data#Sector 

#4 - Reducing Your Carbon Footprint 

https://www.c2es.org/content/reducing-your-transportation-footprint/ 

#5 - Carbon Offsets Explained 

https://www.terrapass.com/climate-change/climate-changecarbon-offsets-explained 

Watch: 

#1- Overview Transport Carbon Footprint 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Heqd7IH7ZTA 

Watch: #2. The Trans-disciplinary Effects of Transportation 

Cars Almost Killed Our Cities, But Here's How We Can Bring Them Back | Gabe Klein | 
TEDxMidAtlantic 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GXn2Iu8mSWY 

Watch: #3. -Food Transportation: How harmful to the climate is transporting food by air? 
Global 3000 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kKkq_B1flWo 

 

 

 

 

Personal Resource 
Usage (100 points) 

 

Roundtable #4 
Discussion 

(100 points) 

 

Experiential 
Exercise 

5. Waste - 
Repackaged 

Read: 

#1 - Where does your waste go? 

https://www.budgetdumpster.com/resources/where-does-trash-go.php 

#2 - Maps of Landfills 

https://www.fastcompany.com/3062853/these-maps-show-how-much-of-the-us-is-
covered-in-landfills 

#3– Waste 101 

https://delta-institute.org/delta/wp-content/uploads/Waste-101.pdf 

#4- Impacts of Mismanaged Trash-  

Be sure to scroll each impact; Habitat, Chemical, Biological, Ingestions, and Human 
Impact. https://www.epa.gov/trash-free-waters/impacts-mismanaged-trash 

#5- National Geographic, June 2018, “Planet or Plastic” Series 

Personal Resource 
Usage (100 points) 

 

Roundtable #5 
Discussion 

(100 points) 

 

Experiential 
Exercise 



Module Readings Assignments 
Due 

• We Made Plastic. We Depend on It. Now We’re Drowning In It. 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2018/06/plastic-planet-
waste-pollution-trash-crisis/ 

• For Animals, Plastic is Turning the Ocean into a Minefield 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2018/06/plastic-planet-
animals-wildlife-impact-waste-pollution/ 

• We Know Plastic is Harming Marine Life. What About Us? 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2018/06/plastic-planet-
health-pollution-waste-microplastics/ 

• You Can Help Turn the Tide on Plastic. Here’s How. 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2018/06/plastic-planet-
solutions-waste-pollution/ 

• What Happens to the Plastic We Throw Out 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2018/06/the-journey-of-
plastic-around-the-globe/ 

Watch: 

#1 - Biker waste- Sustainable Living E2 (6:55) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OrWkJtnIEko 

#2 - A Day in My Life with Zero Waste (6:41) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rw4HQSS-lB0 

#3 - 210 Million Tons- Documentary about waste in the US (19:47) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L1z1cdJZjfQ 

#4 -A Brief History of How Plastic Changed the World (5:22) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jQdBag_p6kE 

 

 

6. Food- Setting the 
Table for All You 

Can Eat 

Read:  

#1 Introduction - Our National Eating Disorder from The Omnivore's Dilemma, Michael 
Pollan 

https://michaelpollan.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/omnivore_excerpt.pdf 

#2- 10 things you need to know about the global food system 

https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/food-blog/10-things-need-to-
know-global-food-system 

#3 - How Our Food System Affects Climate Change 

https://foodprint.org/issues/how-our-food-system-affects-climate-change/ 

 

Watch: 

 #1- Michael Pollan: What food systems are, and why they are important (2:50) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kur-GabsCCI 

#2 - History of the development of Agriculture end at 3:44 if possible 

Personal Resource 
Usage (100 points) 

 

Roundtable #6 
Discussion 

(100 points) 

 

Experiential 
Exercise 



Module Readings Assignments 
Due 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uv3lMRyOUus 

#3 -Threshold #7 (2:37) 

https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/big-history-project/agriculture-
civilization/modal/v/bhp-why-agriculture-was-so-important  

#4 - History Channel  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bhzQFIZuNFY 

#5 - America's Food Crisis: The Omnivore's Dilemma 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-T_EAoYE5aw 

#6 - Why do we need to change our food system? (3:46) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VcL3BQeteCc 

#7 - Food and the Ecological Footprint (2:53) 

https://www.overshootday.org/eat-a-med-diet/ 

 

7. The TRUE Cost 
of Food 

Read: 

 #1 - How Industrial Agriculture Affects Our Water 

https://foodprint.org/issues/how-industrial-agriculture-affects-our-water/  

#2 -The Water Foodprint of Food 

https://foodprint.org/issues/the-water-footprint-of-food/ 

#3 - Abstract, Introduction,Tables 1-3, and Conclusion 

A Global Assessment of the Water Footprint of Farm Animal Products  

https://waterfootprint.org/media/downloads/Mekonnen-Hoekstra-2012-
WaterFootprintFarmAnimalProducts.pdf 

#4 - Agriculture and Energy Consumption 

https://foodprint.org/issues/agriculture-energy-consumption/ 

# 5 - Food, Fuel, and Freeways:  

An Iowa perspective on how far food travels, fuel usage, and greenhouse gas emissions 
pg9-14, Table #4-8 

http://ngfn.org/resources/ngfn-database/knowledge/food_mil.pdf 

 #6 -The Problem of Food Waste 

https://foodprint.org/issues/the-problem-of-food-waste/ 

#7- The Environmental Impact of Food Packaging 

https://foodprint.org/issues/the-environmental-impact-of-food-packaging/ 

Watch: 

#1- What is FoodPrint? (:40) https://foodprint.org/what-is-foodprint/ 

#2- The Hidden Cost of Hamburgers (7:51) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ut3URdEzlKQ 

 

TRUE Cost Meal 
Assignment 

 (100 points) 

 

Roundtable #7 
Discussion 

(100 points) 

 

 



Module Readings Assignments 
Due 

#2 - The diet that helps fight climate change (5:39) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUnJQWO4YJY 

#3 - The Connection Between Transportation, Food, and Petroleum e2 Transport- Food 
Miles https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1B8ppoKFZhw 

#4- Biker- Sustainable Living E1 | Food: Local, Organic, Unpackaged, Food Waste 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bIhbsEapoSo 

 

8 The Synthesis No Reading or Viewing Required True-Cost Project 
Personal Log Due 

(250 points) 

True-Cost Project 
Essay Due 

(250 points) 

Student Code of Conduct 

Online courses are a unique way of building learning communities, and to cultivate a safe and 
productive learning environment all students need to conduct themselves in a positive, mature, 
and professional manner. All students are expected to respond to classmates and the instructor 
using respectful language. Student posts should be directly related to forum topics and 
confined to the size guidelines provided. When comments are deemed inappropriate, the 
student will be warned and subsequent inappropriate course behavior may result in a student 
being dropped from the course.  

Academic Integrity 

Honesty in academic work is the foundation of any learning environment. The presentation of 
another individual’s work as one’s own or the act of seeking unfair academic advantage 
through plagiarism or other dishonest means will result in failure of the course and possible 
disciplinary action. 

Thank you 

Thank you for your participation and your contribution to our journey as ever more sustainable 
beings! 

 

 

 


