
NCLC 375: Conservation, Sustainability & Spirituality in Practice 
Fall 2013, Thursdays, 1:30pm-4:10pm 

Location: Music & Theatre Building, Room 1004
 

  
 

 
 
 

 
 
Instructor:   Dr. Sylvia Vitazkova 
Office location:  Enterprise Hall 429 
Telephone:  (703) 993-1452 
Email:    svitazko@gmu.edu 
Office hours:  Tues. 10:30-11:30am or 
   by appointment

Welcome to an exploration of what it means to be fully conscious in a changing world! 
 
Course Description 
This course will examine how various religious and spiritual traditions, including Christianity, 
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Paganism/Wiccan and Native American spirituality, 
approach conservation and sustainability. Students will also practice yoga and meditation to 
foster a contemplative and spacious approach to conservation. The goal is not only for students 
to gain an overview of how these religious and spiritual traditions approach nature, but also to 
examine how students’ own spirituality informs their relationship with nature and guides their 
actions; and to learn how to use these different approaches to promote conservation and 
sustainability in their own community and the wider world most effectively. 
 
This course is just the beginning of an exploration, the prompt for you to go beyond the 
required readings, led by your curiosity and intuition. 
 
Course Background 
One of the major characteristics of conservation biology as a discipline is that it is both practical 
and normative – that is, certain moral precepts guide our actions in this discipline, which is not 
the norm among many other scientific endeavors. These moral precepts include the belief that 
biodiversity is good and needs to be preserved. Similarly, the first limb of the eight-limbed yogic 
path are the yamas (restraints); the first yama is non-violence. It is here that conservation and 
yoga meet for me: both disciplines seek to not cause harm to other beings.  

Using active and collaborative learning strategies and reflective practice, we shall not only read, 
reflect on and discuss texts, but will also practice yoga and meditation in the classroom – and 
you will be asked to do so at home as part of your homework assignments. The practice of yoga 
and meditation as part of our class does not require any particular religious or spiritual path; 
whether or not you consider yourself a part of a religious tradition, a spiritual tradition, or no 
tradition at all, you are welcome here. I also want to make it clear that we will provide space for 
all the different belief systems – or lack thereof – that students will bring to the class – respect 
and curiosity are ground rules.  

Give yoga, contemplation and meditation a try for one semester – see where the experience 
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takes you.   
Learning Objectives 

By the end of the course, you will be able to: 
(Consciousness) 

• Describe how different religious and spiritual traditions approach wildlife conservation;  
• Increase self-knowledge by practicing yoga asanas (postures) and meditation and 

reflecting on how these practices affect your emotional and spiritual connection to 
nature, and to your and others’ actions; 
(Transformation) 

• Create and implement a plan for engaging your own religious, spiritual or other 
community in becoming more environmentally conscious; and 

• Use your expanded self-knowledge by learning to be more effective in your conservation 
actions.  

 
Required Readings and Discussion postings 
Assigned readings will be either from one of the texts or will be an essay, podcast, video, or 
other media posted on Blackboard for each session (see Calendar). Discussion prompts based 
on the assignments will be posted on Blackboard for each session – you are required to both 
post a response, and to comment on at least three postings from other students.  

Required text: 
Foltz, R. C. (2002) Worldviews, Religion, and the Environment: A Global Anthology. 
Wadsworth Publishing 
 
Optional text: 
Roberts, E. & Amidon, E. (1900) Earth Prayers From Around the World: 365 Prayers, Poems, 
and Invocations for Honoring the Earth. HarperOne 
 
 
Course Requirements and Evaluation               Max Points 

 
Attendance (15 x 10 points each)           150 

If you are sick, your must let me know before class that you will not be attending to be 
excused. If you are sick more than once, you will need to obtain a note from your doctor. 
If you arrive in class on time you will earn all 10 attendance points.  

 
Participation in class discussion and activities (15 x 10 points each)     150 

You are expected to be involved in class discussions – to voluntarily respond to 
questions and to voice your ideas. Without your voice, the experience will lose its 
richness – and you will not gain all the points you could. J I will note whether and how 
you participated in each session.  

 
On-line discussions (12 x 30 points each)          360 

Post your response to the prompt once you have read or heard the assigned materials or 
made a fieldtrip and have reflected on these experiences (max of 20pts for each entry). 
You are also required to thoughtfully comment on at least three other students’ 
responses (max 10pts for three responses).  
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Project 
 Topic, objectives, evaluation plan (posted online)         30 
 First showing: topic, objectives, specific actions, and evaluation plan (oral)      50 
 Final showing (oral)           100 
 
 
Meditation and Tweets (5 points for each of 3 tweets per week x15 weeks)   225 
You are expected to meditate (resources provided in class and on Blackboard), at least three 
times per week. Reflect on feelings/thoughts/ideas brought up by your meditation, readings, 
podcasts, fieldtrips, or class discussions by sending out a succinct tweet about what came up 
for you during the meditation. I also encourage you to keep a journal and to use this space as a 
place for “raw” reflection, which will help you formulate more complete responses to online or in-
class discussions, and, perhaps, will help you tap into your body and intuitive wisdom, in 
addition to critical thinking. However, the journal is not required, and I will not read it, to give you 
more latitude to express your inner thoughts; in the past, some students found the journal 
extremely cathartic, while for others, it was not meaningful. That’s why we are trying Twitter this 
year. J 
 
Reflections on learning objectives (LO’s)           

Pre-course reflection                10  
Post-course reflection               10  
Analysis of pre and post-course LO’s reflections; while there is no set page limit, I would 
expect about 3-4 double-spaced pages, 12pt font, 1” margins; original thought, evidence 
citing specific texts, podcasts, and experiences that transformed you will all be important 
considerations when I grade these final analyses.         100  

 
 
Miscellaneous assignments 
 Meditation schedule               20  
 Photo from field trip to National Museum of the American Indian         20 
 
 
 
TOTAL             1,225 
 
Grading Scale 
A+ 1,194-1,225 (97.5-100%)  C+ 949-973 (77.5-79%) 
A 1,133-1,193 (92.5-97%)  C 888-948 (72.5-77%) 
A- 1,096-1,132 (89.5-92%)  C- 851-887 (69.5-72%) 
B+ 1,072-1,095 (87.5-89%)  D 735-850 (60-69%) 
B 1,011-1,071 (82.5-87%)  F below 735 (below 60%) 
B- 974-1,010 (79.5-82%) 
Late Work 
Assignments are to be turned in at the beginning of class on the day due. Late work will be 
reduced by 10% if it us up to 24 hours late, by 20% if it is between 24 and 48 hours late. No 
work will be accepted if it is more than 48 hours late without a valid written medical excuse or 
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notice of death in the family. No late online discussions will be accepted. (Even spiritual practice 
– especially spiritual practice! – requires discipline….) 
Calendar 
The course calendar, which includes details about all assigments, will be handed out separately 
and may be revised during the semester. The most up-to-date version of the calendar will be 
available on Blackboard.  
Course Policies 
Preparation, Attendance and Participation 
You are expected to be present (body, mind and spirit!) at all classes. Complete assignments 
on time, think about texts, but also explore how you feel about them – and your 
experiences. Much of the value you will receive from this course will come from your reactions 
to course readings, your practice, and your interactions with your colleagues. Therefore, your 
attendance and participation is extremely important to the class and your learning process. More 
than one absence during the semester is considered excessive.  
 
The more you can show that you have carefully engaged with the assigned material, through 
your comments and writing, the higher your participation grade will be. Participating actively 
includes not only speaking, but also listening carefully to others’ opinions and 
experiences with an open mind. You do not need to adopt another’s viewpoint, but you 
do need to extend to them the courtesy of trying to hear what they have to say.  
 
Mason’s policy on attendance and participation is as follows:  “Students are expected to attend 
the class periods of the courses for which they register. In-class participation is important not 
only to the individual student, but also to the class as a whole. Because class participation may 
be a factor in grading, instructors may use absence, tardiness, or early departure as de facto 
evidence of non-participation.”  

Makeup and Extra Credit 
No makeup or extra credit will be given for this course.  
Honor Code and Citing Sources 
When you enrolled in this course you agreed to abide by the university's Honor Code. Given the 
nature of this course, this agreement is particularly important. The Honor Code does not 
preclude collaborative work, such as informal discussions and studying in communities. Nor 
does it preclude assigned group work. The Honor Code does require that the work that a 
student, as an individual, turns in is ultimately the product of his/her own individual synthesis or 
integration of ideas, and that the work a group turns in is ultimately the product of the group's 
collective ideas. If you are uncertain of the line between collaboration and cheating, you should 
see me before turning in an assignment.  
 
You must always cite your sources - if you do not, it is plagiarism. Plagiarism means taking 
someone else's ideas or words and presenting them as your own without proper attribution of 
the source. You must correctly and consistently use a recognized citation style, either MLA or 
APA. This includes copying materials directly from the Internet. If you feel uncertain about any 
aspect of the Honor Code, you should discuss your concerns with me proactively (i.e., before 
turning in a piece of work).  

In developing this syllabus, I am thankful for idea adopted from my colleagues, in particular 
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Professor Karen Misencik, and UCal-Berkeley COSIA creators, Drs. Katherine Halverson and 
Craig Strang. 

Diversity Statement 
New Century College, an intentionally inclusive community, promotes and maintains an 
equitable and just work and learning environment. We welcome and value individuals and their 
differences including race, economic status, gender expression and identity, sex, sexual 
orientation, ethnicity, national origin, first language, religion or irreligion, age and disability. 
Accommodations for Students with Learning Differences 
If you have a learning or physical difference that may affect your academic work, please let me 
know during the first class. You will need to furnish appropriate documentation to the Disability 
Resource Center (DRC) at (703) 993-2474. If you qualify for accommodation, the DRC staff will 
give you a form detailing appropriate accommodations for your instructor. 

In addition to providing your professors with the appropriate form, please take the initiative to 
discuss accommodation with them at the beginning of the semester and as needed during the 
term. Because of the range of learning differences, faculty members need to learn from you the 
most effective ways to assist you. 

Email Policy  
GMU faculty and staff may only correspond with students through the students' GMU assigned 
email accounts. This is a legal requirement, so emails sent from other accounts will not be 
answered. Don’t wait to review assignment directions until the day before an assignment is due, 
as you may have questions about it; if so, there might not be enough time to ask the question 
and receive a response before the assignment is due. I will endeavor to respond to emails within 
24 hours; you should not expect to have an immediate response, especially not to emails sent at 
2am J. 
Cell Phones, Texting, Laptops and the Paperless Classroom 
You are asked to turn your cell phones to vibrate while in class. If your phone rings while in 
class, you will get one free pass; the next time, I will answer the phone on your behalf (the same 
rule applies to me…). No texting, Facebook-ing, Instant Messaging, or surfing the Internet (other 
than for class purposes) while in class, please. If you use your phone or laptop for non-class 
purposes, your participation score will decrease.  
This course will use the Blackboard online course management system to minimize paper use. 
The purpose is to collaboratively adopt policies that will balance academic needs with 
environmental conservation concerns. 
 
Student Learning Resources 
 
Writing Resources: Writing is an important component of this learning community and 

represents one facet of effective communication. You should use the Writing Center to 
assist you with assignments. The Writing Center is located in Robinson Hall, Rm. A114, 
(703) 993-1200. 

Another resource to help you with your writing is the NCC Online Writing Guide, which can be 
found at http://classweb.gmu.edu/nccwg. 
 
Learning Services Program: Offers academic skill-building workshops as well as a tutor 
referral service; (703) 993-2999). 
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Student Technology Assistance and Resource Center (STAR): The STAR Center is 
available to help students with technology needs, such as video, multimedia, desktop 
publishing, and web skills. The STAR Center is located in Johnson Center, Rm. 229; (703) 993-
8990; http://media.gmu.edu. 
 
Division of Instructional and Technology Support Services (DoIT): If you have any 
difficulties with accessing the campus network or on-campus computers, please contact the help 
desk. DoIT is located in Innovations Hall, Rm.416; 703-993-3178; http://www.doit.gmu.edu. 
 
Disability Resource Center (DRC): The staff members of the DRC assist students with 
learning differences or any other conditions that may impact academic performance. DRC is 
located in SUB I, Rm. 222; (703) 993-2474; http://www.gmu.edu/student/drc. 
 
Counseling Services: Professional counselors provide individual and group sessions for 
personal development and assistance with a range of emotional and relational issues. 
Counseling Services are located in SUB I, Rm. 364; (703) 993-2380; 
http://www.gmu.edu/departments/csdc.  
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NCLC 375: CONSERVATION, SUSTAINABILTY AND SPIRITUALITY  
IN PRACTICE 

If scheduling changes are necessary, they will be announced in class and on Blackboard (Bb). 
PLEASE NOTE: ASSIGNMENTS ARE DUE BEFORE THE START OF CLASS EACH WEEK. 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 1 Aug  29 Welcome and introduction to the course  

READING/LISTENING: -NCLC 375 Syllabus 
 -NCLC 375 Calendar 
 -Watch Gottlieb talk (available on Bb) 
  
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Getting to know each other and Gottlieb 

talk reflection 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 2 Sep  5 Ethics of Conservation Biology  

READING/LISTENING: -Journaling tips 
-Primer of Conservation Biology, Ch.1+3 
(Bb) 

 -“A Voice for the Animals” - Alan 
Rabinowitz podcast (Bb) 

 -Loy (1997): The Religion of the Market 
(Foltz) 

 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on the human-animal (nature) 

bond  
 
ASSIGNMENT: Meditation schedule (submitted via Bb) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 3 Sep  12 First Peoples 

READING/LISTENING: -Talk by Dr. Chris Filardi, SCCC-NY, 
Oct. 13, 2011 (Bb) 
-Intro to First Peoples section (Foltz) 
-Nabhan: Cultural parallax in viewing 
North American Habitats (Foltz) 
-Redford (1991): The Ecologically Noble 
Savage (Bb) 

 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on First Peoples  
 
INDIVIDUAL FIELDTRIP: Visit Smithsonian American Indian 

Museum-respond to on-line discussion 
using this experience and the readings 
submit a photo of yourself in front of 
your favorite exhibit.  

 
Guest: Dr. Michael Gilmore, New Century College 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Session 4 Sep  19 South Asian Traditions 
READING: -Introduction to South Asian section 

(Foltz) 
-A Wisdom of the Forest: A 
Conversation with Vandana Shiva (Bb) 
-Chapple: Contemporary Jaina and 
Hindu responses to the ecological crisis 
(Foltz) 

 -Narayanan: Water, wood and wisdom: 
ecological perspectives from the Hindu 
traditions (Foltz) 

   
 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on South Asian traditions and 

the environment  
 
ASSIGNMENT: Topic for project, including objectives 

and how success will be measured  
 

Guest: Dr. Al Fuertes, New Century College (to be confirmed) 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 5 Sep  26 Buddhism 

READING: -Introduction to Buddhism section (Foltz) 
-Gross: Toward a Buddhist 
Environmental Ethic (Foltz) 
-Harris: Ecological Buddhism? (Foltz) 
-“A wild love for the world” with Joanna 
Macy podcast (Bb)  
-Earth Sangha website (Bb) 

 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Buddhism 

 
Guests: Chris and Lisa Bright from Earth Sangha (to be confirmed) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 6 Oct  3 Judaism  

READING: -Intro to Judaism (Foltz) 
-Frymer-Kensky: Ecology in a Biblical 
perspective (Foltz book) 

 -Waskow: And the Earth is filled with the 
breath of life (Foltz book) 

 -Novey: Climate Change Means… (Bb) 
 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Judaism 
 

Guest: Julie Rezmovic-Tonti, Teva Learning Alliance 
 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Session 7 Oct  10 Paganism and Gaia 
READING: -Intros to Emerging Religions and 

Section 3 (Foltz) 
-“Pagans Ancient and Modern” with 
Adrian Ivakhiv podcast (Bb) 
-Harvey: Paganism and the environment 

 -Lovelock: God and Gaia (Foltz, p. 531) 
 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Paganism and Gaia 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 8 Oct  17 Projects – first showing 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 9 Oct  24 Islam 

READING: -Intro to Islam (Foltz) 
-Foltz: Islamic environmentalism in 
theory and practice (Foltz) 

 -Ammar: An Islamic response to the 
manifest ecological crisis: issues of 
justice (Foltz) 

 -Khalid: The Disconnected People 
(Foltz) 

 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Islam  

 
Guest: TBA 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 10 Oct  31 Christianity  

READING/LISTENING: -Intro to Christianity (Foltz) 
-White (1967): The Historical Roots of 
Our Ecological Crisis (Foltz) 
-“Land, Life, and the Poetry of 
Creatures” – Wendell Berry and Ellen 
Davis podcast (Bb) 
-Peterson: In and of the world? Christian 
theological anthropology and 
environmental ethics (Foltz book) 

  
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Christianity 
 

Guest: Ms. Beth Norcross, Adjunct Faculty, Wesley Theological Seminary 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 11 Nov  7 Eco-centrism and Ecofeminism 

READING: -Intros to Ecocentrism and Ecofeminism 
-Leopold: Excerpts from A Sand County 
Almanac (Foltz) 
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-Devall and Sessions: Principles of deep 
ecology (Foltz) 

 -King: The Ecology of Feminism…  
 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Eco-centrism and 

Ecofeminism 
 

Guest: TBA  
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 12 Nov  14 Voices from the Global South  

READING/LISTENING: -Intro to Voice from Global South 
-“Planting the Future” with Wangari 
Maathai podcast (Bb) 

 -Sharma: On sustainability (Foltz) 
-Omari: Traditional African Land Ethics 
(Foltz, p.97)  

 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Voices from Global South 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 13 Nov  21 Globalization, Community and Justice 

READING: -“The Ethics of Aid” with Binyavanga 
Wainaina podcast (Bb) 
-Berry: Does community have value? 
(Foltz) 

 -Korten: Failures of Bretton Woods 
(Foltz) 
-Gorski: Critical Ties (Bb) 

 
ON-LINE DISCUSSION: Reflection on Globalization, Community 

and Justice 
Guest: Dr. Paul Gorski, Director of Social Justice concentration in INTS, New Century College  
___________________________________________________________________________ 

November 27-December 1: THANKSGIVING BREAK! 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Session 14 Dec 5  Presentations  

 
ASSIGNMENT: Post-course response to Learning 

Objectives (Bb) 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

Dec  9 Analysis Due by 11:59pm (via Bb)  
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