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Teaching Environmental Sociology
To the Undergraduate Student

Laurel Holland
Associate Professor, West Georgia State University

The undergraduate student often enrolls in an Environmental
Sociology class with no prior knowledge of the field. The brave
ones might admit their shortcomings before the first day of
class, but most just hope that they are not the only ones to
approach the topic blindly. If | had a dime for every time a
student asked me, “What is Environmental Sociology?” | would
be richer than the average associate professor. The short
answer is easy — it always involves some variation of “the
exploration of humans’ interactions with the natural world.” That
response doesn't satisfy the really curious student, so I might
go on to detail some of the topics to be addressed in lecture
material, such as the relationship between the capitalist
economy and environmental degradation, the environmental
movement, or those who are most concerned about the
environment and why. That seems to be enough information to
pique initial interest, but then the hard part comes.

Most students have not taken Sociological Theory before
enrolling in the Environmental Sociology class. The lack of a
theoretical framework poses its own problem. Will a mini-theory
lecture bring the student up to par for really exploring
environmental issues? | think that it depends on the instructor’s
primary goals, but | find that, if | spend some time in the early
part of the semester reviewing theories and relating theory to
environmental issues, it pays off later in the semester. To
address this challenge, | use the Humphrey & Buttel ‘s (1982)
model of “Culture, Power, and Class as Paradigmatic
Assumptions.” It is a good, basic introduction to the applications
of conservative, managerial, and radical paradigms in the
critical analysis of environmental problems.

One of the first exercises | assign is to apply one of these
paradigms to a current environmental issue. A local issue,
meaningful to students’ everyday lives, serves best. Recently, |
discussed the drought in Georgia and how the issue might be
framed from Marxist, Durkheimian, and Weberian approaches. |
encouraged students to consider which factor was most
important---the actual rainfall shortage, the distribution of
available water supplies, or those who make decisions about
how water reaches our homes. | asked them to explore
“ownership” of water and who makes the decisions to put a
watering ban into place. Recent efforts by Georgia legislatures
to move the state line to gain access to the Tennessee River
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helped students understand bureaucracy. Governor
Perdue’s framing of the problem as a faith based
issue when he invited legislators to join him in a
prayer vigil for rain was easily tweaked to
symbolize the modern collective consciousness.

llluminating global-local linkages aids students in
appreciating the field of environmental sociology. |
encourage and reward students for reading the
newspaper, watching the news, and surfing the
internet to find environmental news to share with their
classmates. They are often surprised to find that a
local industry has been cited for emitting toxins into
the local water supply, or that the local Sierra Club
sponsors a community garden. Of course, the most
potent inducement | can offer to get them actively
involved comes with an incentive: the opportunity to
raise their grades. To that end, | offer a service
learning project as an alternative to a paper or the
final exam. | invite local activists and city officials to
address the class on environmental issues so that
students are well informed about options for
community-based service work. This spring semester,
a representative of “Keep Carroll Beautiful” spoke to
the class, encouraging students to take canvas bags
to go grocery shopping. Students adopted the practice
so enthusiastically that, if | forget my own canvas bag
and am reduced to carrying the store’s plastic bags, |
scurry to my car with my head down, praying that a
student doesn’t see me toting plastic and busts me!

Children, Youth and Environments:
Special Issue on Children and Disasters

Lori Peek, Guest Editor

The number of natural disasters recorded globally has
increased fourfold over the past three decades,
growing from fewer than 100 in 1975 to more than 400
in 2005. Most scientists agree that economic losses
and fatalities caused by disasters will continue to rise
over the twenty-first century, and children are among
those most at risk for death, injury, and trauma.
Indeed, several recent catastrophes, including the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, the 2005 Pakistan
earthquake, and 2005’s Hurricane Katrina, brought
into sharp relief the pain that disasters may cause for
the youngest victims. Researchers estimate that the
tsunami claimed the lives of as many as 60,000
children, the Pakistan earthquake resulted in 18,000
child fatalities and destroyed 10,000 schools, and
Katrina displaced over 160,000 children from the city
of New Orleans. A recent report by Save the Children
estimates that by the second decade of the twenty-
first century, up to 175 million children will be affected
each year by climate-related disasters alone.

A new issue of the journal Children, Youth and
Environments explores the vulnerability and resilience
of children in disasters. The issue contains a unique
collection of 20 papers from around the world, which
examine children’s reactions to drought, tsunamis,
hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, climate change, and
the HIV/AIDS pandemic. Some of the contributions
also consider the experiences of children who live in a
constant state of disaster as a result of chronic
poverty, violence, or unsafe living conditions.

Contributors from a variety of disciplines explore a
number of topics, including children’s risk for illness,
injury, and death in disaster, psychological effects of
traumatic events, negative educational impacts, and
the effects of post-disaster displacement on health
and well-being. Authors also examine post-disaster
child protection responses in the United States and in
international contexts, the importance of family and
school support, and the need for post-disaster child
care. Some of the papers focus specifically on
children as active agents and the roles that they may
play in terms of communicating risk, engaging in
household and community preparedness activities,
and participating in post-disaster rebuilding efforts.

With disaster risk on the rise worldwide, this special
issue highlights the critical importance of focusing
scholarly and applied attention on the special
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vulnerabilities of children, while also working to
understand how children can contribute to disaster
preparedness, response, and recovery initiatives.

Children, Youth and Environments is an on-line
journal published by the University of Colorado-
Boulder. Check http://www.colorado.edu/journals/cye/
for a full listing of papers and other resources that
appear in the special issue on Children and Disasters
(volume 18, number 1).

Publications

New Resource:
Conservation Social Science Expert Directory

The Society for Conservation Biology’s Social Science
Working Group (SCB SSWG) announces the launch
of the SSWG’'s new Conservation Social Science
Expert Directory. This online Directory is designed to
foster communication and collaboration among
conservation social scientists, between social
scientists and natural scientists, and between
researchers and practitioners. Through its user-
friendly search tool, the Directory provides easy
access to the wealth of professional expertise within
the conservation social science community. Users
may search for conservation social scientists by
name, location, discipline, geographic area,
conservation and social science specialty, and
research terms.

with
Join

Interested in sharing your knowledge
conservation professionals around the world?
the directory!

www.conbio.org/WorkingGroups/SSWG/network/dirin
dex.cfm
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of Science.” Theory and Society 36(6): 515-546.
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Member News

Gene Rosa, Washington State, has recently given
invited lectures on environmental and other grand
risks in France, at the University of Paris for Political
Studies (Sciences Po), University of Paris V (Rene
DescartesUniversity), and the Institute for the Study of
Political Sciences, Montesquieu University, Bordeaux
IV, as well as an invited keynote address at the
Institute for Social Ecology in Vienna, Austria and an
invited keynote address at the Michigan State
University Risk Initiative Series. In addition he taught
a short course on Structural Human Ecology and on
the STIRPAT research program at the Vienna
institute.

REMINDER: PLEASE SUBMIT
SUMMER NEWSLETTER ITEMS TO
SCHOLZS@U.ARIZONA.EDU BY JULY 1°'
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