TRASH

Program Description

Fall and Winter Quarters 2001-2002

In the fall, this full-time program addressed the fundamental question "What is trash?" not only from a practical perspective, but also from a cultural and philosophical dimension. Students were engaged in weekly seminar discussions dealing with a wide variety of social and scientific issues. These discussions and eight seminar papers focused attention on discovering how: (i) lifestyles contribute to the waste stream; (ii) misconceptions about garbage issues can distort our decisions around waste; (iii) the history of waste management in our country affects current policies; and (iv) human values contribute to our concept of rubbish and groups of people. 

Seminar readings consisted of: Stuff (Ryan & Durning, 1997); Rubbish: The Archaeology of Garbage (Rathje & Murphy, 2001); Waste and Want (Strasser,1999); and Sidewalk (Duneier, 2001). 

In the winter, this program addressed the question “What do we do with our waste?” Through workshops, seminar discussions, papers, laboratory explorations, guest lectures, and field trips, students discussed (i) the infrastructure of trash—where it is produced and where it goes; (ii) how the introduction of technologies such as a flush toilet and garbage pick-up impacted our relationship to and behaviors around waste; and (iii) some of the environmental impacts of society’s waste.  

Winter quarter the workshops and labs began to focus more on tying the investigation of trash to an initial exploration of the disciplines of economics, psychology, and environmental chemistry.  In economics, students learned about the history of capitalism and studied the teachings of Adam Smith, Karl Marx, and John Maynard Keynes. Workshops also included exploration of money and value, the stock market, and a brief introduction to supply and demand. The psychology workshops focused on (i) the impact that values have on decision making and behavior; (ii) the factors that influence the relationship between attitudes and behaviors; and (iii) the nature and dynamics of belief perseverance. Finally, the environmental chemistry workshops and labs explored (i) the Antarctic ozone hole; (ii) acids and bases; (iii) plastics and polymer formation; (iv) how the polarity of molecules affects their solubility; and (v) how these topics are important in the environment.  

A series of leadership and human relations workshops were designed to assist students in developing a healthy working relationship within their project groups. Workshop topics included group decision-making, motivation, communication, and giving and receiving feedback.  Following the workshops, students participated with their group members in a series of experiential activities designed to push students to develop and practice these leadership and group processing skills.  

Seminar readings for the winter quarter consisted of: The Toilet Papers (Van Der Ryn, 2000); Backyard Composting (Roulac, 1997); Mean Spirit (Hogan, 1992); Economics Explained (Heilbroner & Thurow, 1998); The Ecology of Commerce (Hawken, 1994); and Why do We Recycle? (Ackerman, 1996).  

In the spring the program investigated global warming—trash on a global scale. Through in class activities, readings, and weekly writing assignments, students learned to articulate different perspectives in the global warming debate.   They learned the chemical and physical basis for the greenhouse effect and global warming theories.  Moreover, from a psychological perspective they studied several tools of influence used to manipulate people’s viewpoints on the topic.  For one of the major assignments of the quarter, students came to a decision on “What should we do about global warming” and wrote a research paper supporting their stance.  Students then designed an informational or ad campaign to convince others to adopt their ideas about global warming.  

Chemistry workshops focused on using chemistry to clarify questions such as:  What is a greenhouse gas?  What determines whether a gas is a greenhouse gas?  How are the atoms in greenhouse gas molecules connected? What are the shapes of greenhouse gas molecules?  What determines whether a gas absorbs infrared radiation?  Why are greenhouse gas concentrations rising?  What are the sources and sinks of the greenhouse gases?  and Do you emit more carbon dioxide by breathing or driving?  During these investigations students learned VSEPR theory and Lewis structures, an introductory understanding of the electromagnetic spectrum, and balancing equations.  

For the psychology workshops students examined the global warming debate from a psychological perspective, looking specifically at how bias, tools of persuasion and logical errors in judgment and decision making might influence us both as investigators and as consumers of research.  As part of this work, students taught each other jigsaw style on the various tools of influence outlined by Cialdini (2001).  They then analyzed advertisements, newspaper articles or websites on global warming using what they learned about the tools of influence to examine what made these media pieces persuasive beyond the specific information they contained.   In addition to attending workshops that described some of the heuristics and biases that impact decision making, students designed and conducted a mini study to test the impact of phenomena such as framing, order and halo effects.  They then summarized their data in charts and graphs and presented and interpretation of their findings to the class.  Finally, students applied their understanding of the tools of persuasion, of bias and of the human tendency to rely on heuristics to a campaign on global warming.  For this assignment, students were expected to use their informed understanding of global warming to convince the public to take some action in regards to global warming. 

Seminar readings for winter quarter consisted of: Excerpts from The Skeptical Environmentalist (Lomborg, 2001), Influence: Science and Practice (Cialdini, 2001), The Psychology of Judgment and Decision Making (Plous, 1993), A Friend of the Earth, (Coraghessan Boyle, 2001), Natural Capitalism (Hawken, P. Lovins, A. & Lovins, L.H., 1999), and Living Downstream (Steingraber, S. 1998).
Students participated in four large research projects throughout the year. In the fall, students attended a variety of workshops designed to give them skills to prepare a large research project. This project asked them to collect, sort and measure their own personal trash for one week. Following that, as a program, they collected, sorted and measured one week's worth of campus trash. Using county-, state-, and nation-wide waste characterization studies, they then analyzed and interpreted all the data and drew conclusions about how their waste patterns were similar to, or different from those of other groups. Looking at the data through different lenses, they wrote a paper that detailed changes they might make in their personal waste management strategy. In small groups of three to four, they also presented posters to the college campus with broader ideas for change. Workshops intended to prepare them for this work included: (i) analysis of quantitative data, unit conversions, and use of Excel in data analysis and graph preparation; (ii) writing and the peer review process; and (iii) preparing poster presentations. In addition, students attended labs that taught them to sort and measure their trash.

In the winter students worked on a four-credit group research project that turned their attention to the community surrounding The Evergreen State College. Working in groups of two to four students, they used their skills from fall quarter to perform a waste audit on a local business or organization of their choosing. The focus of this waste evaluation was developed in collaboration with members of the organization, with students taking into account what the leaders of the organization wanted to learn about their waste production. This project culminated in a collaborative research paper that included recommendations to the organization for ways to reduce the environmental impacts of their waste production. Students also gave an oral presentation to the class.  

In the spring students worked on a four-credit research project on the topic of their choosing.  Some students chose to work individually while others preferred to work with a group.  They presented their results both in the form of a written research paper and an oral presentation to the class.  

