Faculty/Instructor Name:   Kevin Kecskes
Capstone Course:  Environmental Activism and Community Engagement in Mexico 
Course Activities

· Classroom discussion on civic involvement, community forestry, democratic practices, etc.
· Dialogue with guest speakers in Oaxaca on issues relevant to civic involvement, community forestry and democratic practices

· Visits to community organizations

· “Public work” with community organizations

· Home-stays with Mexican families

· Daily language lessons

Course Assignments

· Short, analytic paper before departure

· Various reading assignments in country

· Leadership/participation in daily discussion

· Short, reflective writing assignments in Oaxaca

· Final individual integrative essay

· Final group product

Writing Assignments

In addition to a short analytical paper and final integrative paper, short reflective writing assignments will be assigned regularly throughout the course.  Guidelines for these assignments will be distributed throughout the course.

The purpose of writing assignments is to a) help you prepare for your trip to Mexico, b) help you reflect on your experience in Mexico and c) connect the course experiences to University Studies goals and to past and future life experiences.  Late papers will lose 20% credit unless prior arrangements have been made.  
Final Product

This capstone has essentially two different types of final products. The first type has direct impact in Mexico; the second will provide the basis for more direct impact in Oregon.

Final Product, type one

While in Mexico students will actively participate in two specific community projects (note, these specific community projects are subject to change): 
1. In the community of San Martin, students will use native plants provided by the nursery at the archaeological zone of Monte Alban to assist in the creation of a greenbelt between the community and the archaeological site, reforesting an area damaged by grazing. 

2. In the community of Ixtlan de Juarez, which has designated part of its community lands as a nature reserve, students assist in the creation of multi-lingual trail and other informational signs. 

This direct participation will help accomplish needed hands-on tasks as well as assist two communities and the Instituto Welte to gain skills and understanding about working with external (foreign) groups on specific projects.

Final Product, type two

A larger, longer-term goal of this capstone is to encourage Oregonians to engage rather than marginalize international newcomers, incorporating practices that immigrants accept and value to promote their contributions to the larger community. Since a large percentage of Mexicans currently residing in Oregon / Pacific Northwest are from the greater Oaxaca area, this capstone seeks to increase understanding of the patterns of environmental activism in Oaxaca as a precondition to finding ways to increase the engagement of Oaxacan and other Mexican immigrants in Oregon’s civic life. A more systematic appreciation of how and why Mexicans become active locally may assist the definition of strategies to tap that tradition after Mexicans arrive in the Pacific Northwest. 

The capstone will involve meetings with community members, experts, and officials to gain a broad perspective on environmental issues; skill-building in the form of language and cross-cultural communications abilities; and participation in the community/NGO projects listed above, thereby providing students with direct experience in how such projects work in practice and demonstrating a hands-on commitment to shared values. 

Therefore, as a direct step to begin to achieve this longer-term goal of awareness-building among environmental groups and non-profit organizations in Oregon, students will utilize these community-based learning activities to distill insights regarding current community activism patterns in Oaxaca. Students will create a web-ready multi-media type presentation to share with SOLV, Hands on Portland, and perhaps other Portland-based non-profit environmental groups, encouraging them to think of ways to draw on cultural practices such as “tequio”, or community labor service, to foster community engagement within the Mexican-origin population which is an expanding percentage of the state’s population. 

Grading
Grades will be based on participation in the class as measured by:

Attendance and participation in all course activities
(30%)

Writing Assignments




(40%)
Final Product 





(30%)

The standard 90/80/70/60 grading scale will be used.  The final integrative paper (individual) and group-based final product will take the place of a final exam for this course.  

Materials
Required reading materials will be provided throughout the course. The reading list includes:

Antinori, Camille, and Gordon Rausser. “Does Community Involvement Matter? How Collective Choice Affects Forests in Mexico”.  Berkeley: Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics Working Paper 939. University of California-Berkeley 2003

Barber, Benjamin, R. A Passion for Democracy: American Essays. Princeton, N.J. : Princeton University Press, 1998 (Chapter 7)

Barsimatnov, James. “The Role of External Non-Governmnental Actors in Community Forestry in Oaxaca and Michoacan, Mexico”. Paper presented at the Association of American Geographers, San Francisco, CA, 2007

Boyte, Harry C. Everyday politics: reconnecting citizens and public life. Philadelphia : University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004. (Preface, Chapters 1 and 6)
Bray, David and Leticia Merino-Perez, Deborah Barry, eds. The Community Forests of Mexico.  Chapters 1, 5, & 14. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005

Gottlieb, Robert. Environmentalism Unbound (preface, chapter 1 and final chapter)

Hebert, Martin, and Michael G. Rosen. “Community Forestry and the Paradoxes of Citizenship in Mexico”. Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies.  Vol. 32, no. 63, 2007.  p. 9-44

Illich, Ivan. The Hell with Good Intentions

Klooster, Dan. “Institutional Choice or a Process of Struggle?”  Paper presented at the International Association for the Study of Common Property, Vancouver, BC  1998

Mitchell, Ross. “Implications of Democracy in Forest Management of the Sierra Norte, Mexico”. 

Edmonton: SustainableEcosystems Branch, Alberta Research Council, 2005.
Remen, Rachel Naomi.  Helping, Fixing and Serving

There are many opportunities for students to express or work through issues of diversity in Capstone courses; where do you find the best evidence of student learning related to diversity in your course? What would you choose to highlight about your students’ learning related to diversity?  How would you describe the student learning related to diversity that takes place in your Capstone course?

RESPONSE:

To me, the final “learning outcome” points most specifically to the discussion here on diversity.  In my mind, for students to “translate” something to someone who did not experience it, they must first have a very clear grasp of what they experienced themselves.  Only THEN, might they be able to begin to articulate to another what it was they did/saw/felt/thought/assessed/learned in ways that might be comprehensible and hopefully useful to another. In my view, sorting out the additional layer of complexity of making the “final product” something that would ultimately need to be delivered to a specific Portland audience, for specific reasons that were defined by the local CBO, made this approach to the learning some of the most meaningful.  In terms of diversity, in short, the students had to learn more and more about their own biases (and fears) before travelling to Mexico. While in Mexico, students had numerous, deep, close repeated, and regular interactions with Oaxacans.  On the most basic level, this interaction between the students and Oaxacans (including home stays, language courses, and travel to both the city of Oaxaca as well as to an indigenous, mountain community for 3 days to learn about their community-oriented environmental and social practices) points to some of the deepest learning about diversity.  I must say, however, that the role of regular, structured, intentional REFLECTION was perhaps THE most important pedagogical element that really brought the diversity (and all of the) learning to life.  
Each day, without exception, the students participated in a formal reflection time. This was generally integrative, based on questions we provided the evening before, and sometimes was carried out view short, free-writes followed by paired, then full group sharing – or sometimes by drawing, acting, or other form of expression. 

In terms of assignments, I must say that each assignment and reading was selected with the express intent for students to get to know themselves better, while getting to know Oaxacans and the Oaxacan way of life better, and for students to bring those two sets of insights together.

Without much exception, we provide students two KEY readings that deeply impacted them in particular regarding the diversity learning goal: Rachel Noimi Remen’s “Fixing, Helping, Serving,” and Ivan Illich’s “To Hell with Good Intentions.”  Discussions of parts of these two readings surfaced again and again, spontaneously, throughout subsequent discussion sessions, writing sessions, and in the “final integrative paper.”  Those two writings show up on the students’ short list of readings they chose to share with the Portland-based community partners – again demonstrating the impact those readings had on the students. In particular, the short Remen essay uses “story” to challenge students’ preconceptions about the ideas of serving, helping and fixing.  Many of the students realized that they, along with many people they met and have known for a long time, tend to gravitate toward one of the three modes of interacting.  Remen suggests that “serving” is best because only in this modality can people interact at the deepest, most respectful level.  

To contract, Illich writes from a more political orientation, however his 1968 diatribe again the US led “Alliance for Progress,” and more powerfully, his suggestion that Mexicans simply do NOT want Americans to visit them if the Americans want to “help” them in some way or other.  Illich surmises, much better than I can here, that most American going to Mexico end up doing both short and long-term damage and strongly admonished Americans for this. 

The group discussions and writing assignments associated with Remen and Illich helped students clarify their own thoughts about themselves, “the other,” and about all of the ways that they, and others, interact in the world. This thinking, and the group and individual-level “unpacking” of students’ thoughts and feelings about Mexico, America, and themselves … in relation to Oaxacans…was full of deep insights associated with the diversity learning outcome.
Next, from the students’ final product—a product, by the way, that the instructors did NOT see or review in any way prior to the formal presentation to the two Portland community partners, their staff members, as well as many members of the PSU community (about 25-30 in total)—came the following ‘research questions’ that they carried with themselves throughout the course (from the ‘final product’ PowerPoint presentation):
· What community engagement looks like in Oaxaca

· What environmental activism looks like in Oaxaca

· How the two relate in Oaxacan culture

· Overarching cultural themes relating to community and the environment

· How to integrate this information into building Portland’s volunteer base
In my view, these questions are laden with the possibility of insight about diversity, the “other,” our own biases, application and growth, etc.  


Finally, in an international capstone such as this, perhaps diversity learning is easier for some very obvious reasons: students lived & ate with, related to, and in many cases deeply befriended members (and often neighbors) from a Oaxacan family. In the most basic (perhaps profound) level, this is learning about diversity. Again, on a daily basis (often 2-3 times a day) there would be brief reflection or integration sessions – sometimes spontaneous, and always formally planned at least one time per day. 
