
Earth, Energy and Environment
The Vasudha Living & Learning Community @ Rensselaer

Overview

As we tell our students, a living & learning community is a 

place where students live and learn. Based on pioneering 

efforts at Evergreen State College and other leaders in the 

field, the learning communities concept broke away from 

the traditional pedagogic model of viewing individuals as 

the primary ñunit of learning.ò All learning communities 

embrace instead a peer-based model of learning where the 

learning process is understood to occur within a broader 

context of academic engagement and social relationships 

that unfold within a specific setting. Community formation 

is considered essential to the success of a learning 

community: a sense of membership; peer influence and a 

defined role for academic mentors; student-initiated, or 

self-directed inquiry; and shared activities, events, and 

emotional connections are all seen as contributing to a 

studentôs deeper engagement with the academic content 

that stands at the heart of each learning community. Living-

learning communities simply extend the general learning 

communities concept by providing a residential component, 

which enhances the range of opportunities for community 

formation.

Themed Housing & Rensselaerôs Strategic Choices

ñEarth, Energy, and Environment,ò or Vasudha, is a new undergraduate living and learning community at 

Rensselaer for students interested in the Earth, its energy resources, and the natural environment. Based 

on the general model of a ñthemedò living and learning community, we have developed a highly 

synergistic set of curricular, co-curricular, and extra-curricular programs that invite academic 

engagement, enhance student learning, and foster the studentsô early academic development. Currently, 

the program involves only a one-year residential component (this may be extended to two years under a 

proposed new residential college model). However, we view this as a means of introducing students to 

our research faculty and a robust network of peers with whom they will continue exploring related issues 

throughout their undergraduate experience. The program is nominally designed for all majors; it 

specifically encourages interdisciplinary dialogue through a learning community devoted to the study of 

energy, environment, and sustainability.

What is a Living & Learning Community?
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Integrating the notion of themed housing with the living-learning communities concept likewise expands 

the set of ónaturalô opportunities for using shared interests to foster community formation. The goal, 

once again, is to obtain higher levels of student engagement with academic content and to help students 

develop stronger identification with their area of study. As implemented at Rensselaer, themed living and 

learning communities have also been recognized as offering the following advantages:

ÅEnhance Rensselaerôs recruitment profileby drawing in students who hold

broader interests than ñjustò engineering education

ÅBuild on Rensselaerôs strategic interests and investments(Energy, EMPAC,

Biotechnology(?)é) via living & learning communities

ÅCultivate student interests in research and graduate studythrough early 

exposure to faculty research

IHSS-1970 Nature/Society
Liberal education for engineers and scientists through social studies of sustainability

IHSS-1970 ñNature/Societyò serves as a core, introductory seminar to the program. It is required of all 

students, and is offered during their first semester. Many of the field trips, guest lectures, and some of 

the general community building activities are integrated into this course. The course combines project-

based learning with seminar-style conversations in order to develop deeper understandings, foster 

critical engagement, and encourage community development.

The course intentionally makes use of the postmodern ñ/ò construct in order to drive home the 

point that nature and society are inextricably bound to one another. Drawing as well from ecological 

economic concepts as well as the field of Science and Technology Studies, the course also explores 

large-scale ñsociotechnicalò systems in recognizing how our technologies, as well as our social and 

cultural attitudes mediate our relationship with the natural environment. While the course has many 

different dimensions, we spell out some of the major, interrelated themes that are addressed in the 

course. (We also routinely update course content to reflect current events.)

The Curriculum & Community-Building Process

Stated more formally, the living-learning model is based on the model of situated learning advanced 

by social anthropologist Jean Lave, and educational theorist Etienne Wenger. Lave and Wenger posit 

that learning occurs most effectively within ñcommunities of practiceò integral to the learning 

process; that more customary approaches to teaching that divorce knowledge acquisition from the 

contexts in which the knowledge is practiced severely constrains the learning efficacy.

In concrete terms, this means that the development of a robust community whose activities 

touch upon the curricular content of the living-learning community is central to its success. We build 

a strong learning community through the following, integrated strategies:

ÅCurricular Offerings comprised of credit-bearing courses designed 

around a coherent theme (Earth, Energy, and Environment).

ÅIHSS-1970Nature/Society

ÅBIOL-1010Introductionto Biology

ÅA 2000-levelCourseonContemporaryEnvironmentalIssues

ÅUndergraduateResearchExperience

ÅCo-Curricular Programs. Here we provide our faculty with the 

resources and logistical support needed to expand student experiences. 

Our co-curricular programs that integrate academic content include:

ÅGuestlectures

ÅDr. WallaceBroecker(Lamont-DohertyObsv., Columbia)

ÅIn-classspeakers

ÅDr. TaurySmith(NY StateMuseum)

ÅDr. PeterMurdoch(USGS,WaterResourcesUnit)

ÅOvernightfield trip

ÅDarrinFreshWaterInstitute(wet labexperience)

ÅInstructionalfield trips

ÅSeeIHSS-1970Nature/Society(to theright)

ÅExtra-Curricular Activities designed to enhance the community 

experience. These include:

ÅOrientation activitiesto promote early community formation

ÅSummer chat-space

ÅOrientation session

ÅOvernight camp

ÅSocial gatherings

ÅStart of the year party

ÅMovie nights (with environmental films)

ÅSocial gatherings with faculty 

ÅThemed activities

ÅRecycling workshops

ÅCommunity garden

ÅVasudha Website

ÅConnection with other student organizations

ÅEcologic

ÅStudent Sustainability Task-Force

ÅTerra Café

ÅEngineers Without Borders

Environmental Ethics: Daniel Quinnôs Ishmael, a foundational text for 

many disillusioned liberals, raises basic questions about environmental ethics 

as rooted in renewed concerns about environmental sustainability. A 

relatively easy text that can be read in parts, Quinnôs rhetorical style invites 

critical engagement on the part of our studentsðfirst by questioning the text 

itself, and then by gradually accepting various aspects of the text that they 

find difficult to challenge. This text also sets the tone for the course as a 

readings seminar, which is important for RPI students. It also integrates well 

with other aspects of the course, including a history of land use and the 

cultural (ñmother cultureò) and sociobiological basis of economic behavior.

History of Land Use: Beginning with the beautiful paintings of the 

Hudson River School, we explore historical visions and changes in land 

use, this as an indication of the hopes and inspirations, and the 

changing ideologies surrounding our societyôs relationship to the land. 

We also integrate (historical) field trips into this unit, so that students 

observe land use patterns first hand. Field trip sites include:

ÅHistoric Erie Canal(early transportation / commercial network)

ÅA walking tour of Troy(urban development / affluence / decay)

ÅLake George(resort community / extensions of urban envôt)

ÅDyken Pond Environmental Center(Northeast reforestation)

ÅñVirtual Tourò of a foreign environment(global / comparative)

Ecological Economics:One of the principal instructors, Dr. John 

Gowdy, is a leading figure in ecological economics, a field that has 

developed a serious set of critiques of classic economic models. 

Grounded in new empirical findings in the cultural and sociological 

basis of human behavior, a discussion of key exemplars (altruistic 

behaviors; limitations of game theory; observed market behaviors, 

etcé) provides students with an opportunity to question and to explore 

the foundational myths of our capitalist economy.

Progress and Representations of Evolution:In a closely related 

theme, we explore the ontological foundations of the notions of 

ñdevelopment,ò and how certain teleological assumptions undergird 

Western notions of ñprogress,ò and how this is embedded within our 

economic system and conduct. Here we also integrate the history of 

technology and the history of land use to understand how such values 

have found specific expression within American culture, and explore as 

well how these values have played themselves out on a global scale.

Current Topics: As a key component of the course, we also work to 

ñapplyò (and indeed, to learn) the course concepts through a close 

study of contemporary issues. Films, guest lectures, and the extra-

curricular activities provide students with an opportunity to explore 

and ñpracticeò what they learn. The topics we explore include:

ÅGlobal Warming

ÅAl Gore, An Inconvenient Truth

ÅMartin Durkin,  Great Global Warming Swindle

ÅPeak Oil

ÅPeak Oil Institute (website / documentary)

ÅAl Bartlett, Exponential Growth (video-lecture)

ÅLocal foods movement

ÅBarbara Kingsolver, Animal, Vegetable, Miracle

ÅGatherings at the Terra Café (a student project)


