
 
 

 

UNST 224 – Environmental Sustainability 

Fall 2020 Syllabus 
 

 
 

Instructor  

Dr. Tara Massad 

tmassad@pdx.edu  

Office hours:  Because of the online nature of this course, please email me to schedule appointments.  We can connect via Zoom.  I am 

also happy to answer questions over email. 
 

Course mentor  

Rebecca Sinichko  

sinichko@pdx.edu 
 

Welcome to Environmental Sustainability!  Although this course will be conducted online this fall, it will be a dynamic, 

participatory experience and we will do our best to develop a positive class community.  In Environmental Sustainability, you can 

expect to learn about natural resource use and become versed in environmental science and ethics.  Our studies should enable you to 

make informed decisions affecting the sustainability of the natural environment going forward.  As in all courses, you will take away 

from Environmental Sustainability what you put into it, and I look forward to helping you maximize your learning experience. 
 

Course theme 

A sustainable human society is one that satisfies its needs without jeopardizing the opportunity of future generations to satisfy theirs. 

The challenge of how we achieve a sustainable society is a vital theme that unites the various disciplines within environmental studies. 



This course is designed to help you bridge the scientific approach to analyzing and solving environmental problems with the 

socioeconomic concerns involved in formulating and administering environmental policy and the historic and philosophical basis of 

humanity’s relationship to ecosystems. With the common goal of defining and understanding environmental sustainability, the course 

identifies how each participating discipline can creatively contribute towards this end.  
 

Course objectives  

1) Understand the basic physical laws that dictate the bounds of resource use.  

2) Describe and discuss the impact of humans on biodiversity, ecosystem health and the climate system.  

3) Discuss the interaction between environmental, societal and economic aspects of sustainability at local, national and global scales.  

4) Develop critical thinking skills to be able to evaluate the claims of both sides of environmental controversies and potential 

solutions.  

5) Consider motivations for taking action to address sustainability issues from a variety of perspectives.  

6) Examine our own lifestyles and their impacts in the context of sustainability.  

7) Further develop skills in written and oral presentations, quantitative analysis and group work.  
 

Statement of inclusivity  

Students from all backgrounds are valued in this course, and all opinions will be respected and honored.  We will collectively foster a 

class environment of mutual respect and inclusivity.  Please feel comfortable talking to me about ways we can make the class a more 

equitable, welcoming experience for everyone. 
 

Required technology 

To successfully complete this course, you will need access to a computer and an internet connection.  
 

Required readings 

We will not rely on a textbook for this course, but all readings have been carefully selected to give you up to date perspectives on 

environmental sustainability.  Reading them will deepen and broaden your understanding of topics discussed in class.  It will benefit 

you to keep up with the readings even if the papers are not directly discussed in class.  We may decide to update readings during the 

course of the term, and articles will be provided at least one week in advance. 

 

  



Course schedule 

Week Class Topic Readings/activities Due dates 

28 

Sep 

1 Present and Past:  An introduction to today’s 

major environmental issues and an historical 

perspective of human interactions with the 

environment  

  

2 Population and demography; patterns of 

consumption; ecosystem services 

Brown. 2009. Plan B 4.0:  Ch. 7 (Ch. 1 is optional 

reading) 

 

5 

Oct 

3 Key concepts and hot topics:  Environmental 

literacy (global warming, habitat loss, population, 

biodiversity, sea level rise, deforestation, energy) 

Whitmee et al. 2015 

 

 

4 Grounded in science:  Ecological and 

biogeochemical concepts 

Fisher. Environmental Biology. Section 3.2  

12 

Oct 

5 Policies for protection:  Policy and legislation for 

the environment (NEPA, CAA, CWA, 

International agreements); discussion of articles 

on organizing for environmental change 

 

 

Feola et al. 2014 

 

Engler et al. 2019 

 

Hsu et al. 2020 

 

Torstad. 2020 

 

6 Freshwater resources I:  Water use, climate 

change, pollution 

 

 

Aeschbach-Hertig and Gleeson. 2012 

 

Brown. 2012. Full Planet, Empty Plates, Ch. 6 

 

Introduction to the Water Accounting activity 

 

19 

Oct 

7 Environmental justice and environmental racism:  

Watch The Condor and the Eagle; discussion of 

articles 

Stroud 1999 

 

Brulle and Pellow 2006 

 

8 Sustainability in your neighborhood:   

An independent field trip 

  

26 

Oct 

9 Sustainability issues on the ballot 

 

Student presentations 

 

Suggested reading: 

Present and 

turn in 

presentation 



https://www.politico.com/2020-election/candidates-

views-on-the-issues/joe-biden/ 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/votervital/w

hat-is-the-trump-administrations-track-record-on-

the-environment/ 

10 Sustainability issues on the ballot 

 

Student presentations 

 

 

Present and 

turn in 

presentation 

2 

Nov 

11 Forest biomes:  Pressures on temperate forests 

 

Read the story and listen to the interview here: 

https://www.opb.org/news/article/oregon-

investigation-timber-logging-forests-policy-taxes-

spotted-owl/ 

 

Law et al. 2018 

 

Read the story connected to the Law article: 

https://www.opb.org/article/2020/08/04/oregon-

forest-resources-institute-osu-timber-industry-

investigation-lobbying/ 

Field trip 

report 

12 Forest biomes:  The status of tropical forests Nepstad et al. 2014 

 

Brando et al. 2020 

 

Rajão et al. 2020 

 

9 

Nov 

13 Freshwater resources II:  Watershed level 

solutions 

Student presentations Present and 

turn in 

presentation 

14 Marine resources:  Biodiversity and fisheries, off-

shore drilling 

Worm et al. 2006 

 

Luypaert et al. 2020 

Water 

accounting 

activity 

16 

Nov 

15 Agriculture I:  How many countries are you 

having to dinner (what’s involved in getting your 

Viviano. National Geographic. 2017 

 

 

https://www.politico.com/2020-election/candidates-views-on-the-issues/joe-biden/
https://www.politico.com/2020-election/candidates-views-on-the-issues/joe-biden/
https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/votervital/what-is-the-trump-administrations-track-record-on-the-environment/
https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/votervital/what-is-the-trump-administrations-track-record-on-the-environment/
https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/votervital/what-is-the-trump-administrations-track-record-on-the-environment/
https://www.opb.org/news/article/oregon-investigation-timber-logging-forests-policy-taxes-spotted-owl/
https://www.opb.org/news/article/oregon-investigation-timber-logging-forests-policy-taxes-spotted-owl/
https://www.opb.org/news/article/oregon-investigation-timber-logging-forests-policy-taxes-spotted-owl/
https://www.opb.org/article/2020/08/04/oregon-forest-resources-institute-osu-timber-industry-investigation-lobbying/
https://www.opb.org/article/2020/08/04/oregon-forest-resources-institute-osu-timber-industry-investigation-lobbying/
https://www.opb.org/article/2020/08/04/oregon-forest-resources-institute-osu-timber-industry-investigation-lobbying/


food to your door)? How many people can the 

world feed? 

Brown. 2009. Plan B 4.0. Ch. 9 

16 Agriculture II:  Farm design activity  Power. 2010. 

 

Watch:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8xwLWb0lLY 

 

NRDC. 2012. Wasted: How America Is Losing Up 

to 40 Percent of Its Food from Farm to Fork to 

Landfill 

Agricultural 

activity 

summary 

23 

Nov 

17 Energy:  How much do we use?  How much do 

we waste?  Where should it come from? 

Study: https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/us-

energy-facts/ 

 

Brown 2015. The Great Transition: Shifting from 

Fossil Fuels to Solar and Wind Energy. Ch. 1 

Notes from 

group 

discussion  

 Thanksgiving break   

30 

Nov 

18 Restoration and conservation initiatives SER. 2004. Primer on Ecological Restoration  

19 Developed and developing:  The contrary 

demands of societies across the globe 

(Sustainable Development Goals) 

Griggs. 2013 

 

Nilsson et al. 2016 

 

 

Assessments 

Course participation and class discussion (10% of grade) 

 Please do not let the online nature of this course detract from your engagement in class—you will learn more and enjoy the 

course more when you actively participate in discussions and are present for our scheduled meetings.  Our classes will be very 

interactive and will include discussions and small group break-out sessions, so your participation is critical.  If you cannot attend in 

class at the scheduled time, please notify me in advance and be sure to listen to the recording of the class.  Attendance and 

participation will be 10% of your final grade. 

 

Sustainability science in the news – presentations (10% of grade) 

 The first 20 minutes of classes 5-7, 11-14, and 17-19 will be spent in student-led discussions of an article from the primary 

literature related to the lecture topic.  The discussion should also incorporate popular media presentations of the topic in order to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8xwLWb0lLY
https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/us-energy-facts/
https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/us-energy-facts/


analyze the accessibility and presentation of scientific information.  Discussions will be led by small groups, and the groups should 

schedule a meeting with me at least one week before the presentation to go over the articles selected. 

 

Sustainability in your neighborhood - independent field trip (10% of grade) 

 Take a walk around your neighborhood and a nearby park with a critical eye.  You will conduct a Neighborhood Sustainability 

Assessment to describe the sustainability of your area in terms of mixed-use development, the proximity of amenities, the relative 

density of jobs to housing, greenspaces, bike friendliness, ease of access to public transportation, and other criteria.  Methods and 

instructions will be posted online.  In the park, you will describe the ecosystem services it provides and how people are using them.  

Your assessment reports will be due one week after your field trip. 

 

Water audit (10% of grade) 

 We will monitor our water usage and experiment with ways to make sustainable changes.  You will create your own water use 

report; detailed instructions will be provided. 

 

Watershed solutions (10% of grade) 

 In this activity, you will chose a watershed and develop a 5 minute presentation in which you will briefly define the watershed 

and an environmental issue affecting it and focus in more detail on suggested or implemented solutions to improve the sustainability 

of the watershed.  You will present your PowerPoint in class and should turn it in with a list of the references you used (at least three 

sources) to inform your presentation. 

 

Mid-term project (20% of grade) 

 It’s an election year, and sustainable decisions are based on being well-informed.  Investigate a ballot measure connected to 

environmental sustainability.  You can find out what’s on the ballot at https://www.vote411.org/ and you can read synopses of the 

issues at The League for Women Voters https://www.lwv.org/.  Investigate widely and find an issue that interests you.  During classes 

9 and 10, you will present your issue in a 5 minute PowerPoint presentation.  You should define the issue, citing appropriate 

background (at least 5 sources), and explain what a vote on either side of the issue will mean for a sustainable future.  The class will 

have an opportunity to ask questions as well.  You will turn-in your PowerPoint presentations and literature cited.   

 

 

Final project (30% of grade) 

 Investigate one of the programs in the Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability 

(https://www.portland.gov/bps/programs).  Provide a comprehensive summary of the program (300 words minimum, 500 words 

maximum) and a critical analysis of the program’s potential impact on environmental sustainability (1000 words minimum, 1500 



words maximum).  For your analysis, draw from scientific sources and make comparisons with similar programs in other 

municipalities (that may be in the U.S. or abroad).   

 For the scientific analysis, you should cite at least five peer-reviewed articles related to your topic and determine if the 

program you are reviewing makes adequate progress toward a sustainable future.  Lastly, you should formulate suggestions for the 

program based on a comparison with similar programs in other areas and your own, creative ideas.  A demonstration of your 

understanding of the topics we addressed throughout the quarter will strengthen your analysis and count favorably in the evaluation of 

your work.  The project is due on 4 December at 22:00. 

 

Access and Inclusion for Students with Disabilities 

 PSU values diversity and inclusion; we are committed to fostering mutual respect and full participation for all students.  My 

goal is to create a learning environment that is equitable, useable, inclusive, and welcoming.  If any aspects of instruction or course 

design result in barriers to your inclusion or learning, please notify me.   

 The Disability Resource Center (DRC) provides reasonable accommodations for students who encounter barriers in the 

learning environment. 

 If you have, or think you may have, a disability that may affect your work in this class and feel you need accommodations, 

contact the Disability Resource Center to schedule an appointment and initiate a conversation about reasonable accommodations.  See  

https://www.pdx.edu/drc for information. 

 If you already have accommodations, please contact me to make sure that I have received a faculty notification letter and 

discuss your accommodations. 

 Students who need accommodations for tests and quizzes are expected to schedule their tests to overlap with the time the class 

is taking the test. 

 

Resources  

ESM Department webpage:  https://www.pdx.edu/environmental-science/   

Advising & Career Services: https://www.pdx.edu/careers/  

Library Research Tutorials:  https://guides.library.pdx.edu/unst/researchskillstutorials  

Safe Campus:  If you have not done so already, please complete the Safe Campus Module in D2L. The module should take 

approximately 30 to 40 minutes to complete and contains important information and resources. If you are uncomfortable completing 

the module, please send an email to saveact@pdx.edu to request an exemption.  

 If you or someone you know has been harassed or assaulted, you can find the appropriate resources at Sexual Misconduct 

Prevention & Response: www.pdx.edu/sexual-assault/. PSU's Student Code of Conduct makes it clear that violence and harassment 

based on sex and gender are strictly prohibited and offenses are subject to the full realm of sanctions, up to and including suspension 

and expulsion. 



Learning Center/Free Tutoring:  http://www.pdx.edu/tutoring/  

Writing Center:  https://www.pdx.edu/writing-center/ 

Disability Resource Center:  If you are a student with a documented disability and are registered with the Disability Resource 

Center, please contact me so that we can arrange whatever academic accommodations you need.  

Diversity and Multicultural Student Services:  https://www.pdx.edu/diversity-multicultural-student-services/  

Queer Resource Center:  www.pdx.edu/queer 

Veterans:  https://www.pdx.edu/veterans-resource-center/ 


