Environmental Activism and Community Engagement in Mexico 

Senior Capstone Course, Oaxaca, Mexico, Summer 2008
UNST 421 / CRN 82483
Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness, and many of our people need it sorely on these accounts.  Broad, wholesome, charitable views of men and things cannot be acquired by vegetating in one little corner of the earth all one's lifetime.  ~Mark Twain

The whole object of travel is not to set foot on foreign land; it is at last to set foot on one's own country as a foreign land.  ~G.K. Chesterton

It is not down in any map; true places never are.  ~Herman Melville

I soon realized that no journey carries one far unless, as it extends into the world around us, it goes an equal distance into the world within.  ~Lillian Smith

If you reject the food, ignore the customs, fear the religion and avoid the people, you might better stay home.  ~James Michener

To travel is to discover that everyone is wrong about other countries.  ~Aldous Huxley
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Course Description

All PSU capstone courses employ a “community-based learning (CBL)” strategy. The essence of CBL is: 1) students have multiple opportunities to learn, develop, apply and test old and new theories both in and out of the classroom; and 2) an explicit recognition that valuable “knowledge” is located in multiple places, both in and outside the classroom. The community partners for this course are located in Oaxaca, Mexico and in Portland, Oregon. 
In Oaxaca, this capstone course will explore the ways in which Mexican citizens address issues of environmental quality and protection in the face of demographic, economic, and technological pressures. It provides students the opportunity to work with community members (Colonos y Comuneros de San Martin Mexicapan) in an urban neighborhood and with residents of Ixtlan de Juarez, a small mountain town, in support of their efforts to maintain environmental values. In addition to the Colonos y Comuneros and the community work teams in Ixtlan the group will meet with Oaxacan academics who work in this area, with public agency community liaisons and coordinators, with non-governmental agencies such as the World Wildlife Fund and Amigos del Fortin,  and with other local people involved in promoting environmental protection through community action.
In Portland, Oregon, students will be challenged to help “translate” valuable cultural lessons, in the context of environmental activism and community forestry practices, for application in the non-profit organizations SOLV and Hands-On Portland.

This program offers students an opportunity to experience the rich cultural heritage of Oaxaca, through home-stays, visits to rural communities, and field trips to places such as the archaeological site of Monte Alban. Students will also have daily language instruction while in the city of Oaxaca.  

Student Responsibilities
Student engagement in this course is key. Students are responsible for coming prepared to each class with questions, insights, alternative perspectives and personal “real world” case examples and illustrations of the material covered in the assigned reading and class/community discussions. Students are expected to be active listeners and provide constructive feedback to the work and commentary presented by students, instructors and others associated with the class. In other words, students are responsible for being active co-producers of learning and insights for self and others.  In short, students in the course are expected to put into practice the very elements that contribute to building vibrant communities and developing effective community leaders.

Travel Conduct

As representatives of the PSU community and visitors to a foreign country, we expect that you will act in a respectful and safe manner during our travel period in Mexico.  As a group, we will brainstorm guidelines for appropriate behavior and consider ways to hold each other accountable to these guidelines.  

Course Goals 
Learning objectives for this course focus in three areas: 1) Self awareness; 2) Environmental activism/community forestry; 3) UNST general goals.
By participation in the course, students will:

· Learn about the culture of Mexico

· Learn about United States culture 

· Learn about environmental activism as it relates to community engagement, especially with regard to the issues of community forestry practices and ecotourism 

· Experience another country, its food, language, customs, etc

· Learn about their personal biases and prejudices regarding Mexican and other non-US cultures

· Improve their practical use of the Spanish language

· Increase their awareness of poverty in the developing world at a local (Oaxacan), regional, and national level

· Deepen their awareness of globalization and its effects

· Increase their sense of personal agency, especially in an international setting

· Increase their ability to communicate across cultures

· Increase their ability to communicate in diverse groups; present researched materials cogently and effectively to diverse groups

· Increase their sensitivity to diversity issues, understood most broadly

· Further develop critical thinking skills through community-based applications.

Connecting University Studies Goals to this Oaxaca Capstone
Inquiry and Critical Thinking.  What makes environmental activism work in Latin America? What does civic engagement mean and look like in a very poor international setting? What might United States citizens learn from close interaction with families, a foreign language school, and several non-governmental organizations dedicated to raising the standard of living in poor urban and rural communities in Mexico? These are a few of the fundamental questions students will explore through reading, discussion, short writing assignments, and reflection on their community-based experiences in Oaxaca.  

Communication: Dialogue across international, institutional and disciplinary boundaries is an important aspect of this course.  Through the formulation of student work groups and teams, interaction with various community partners, researching and the public presentation of the final products, students will be challenged to think through their assumptions, vocabulary, frameworks, and content interests in this project.  

Variety of Human Experiences (Diversity):  As the quotations at the beginning of this proposal suggest, traveling outside of one’s culture can provide critical lenses to view our biases, individual and cultural. Community activities in Oaxaca are culturally situated and students will be provided ample opportunity to dissect, discuss and distill insights relating to the diversity of experiences they see, feel, and participate in. Students will live in local, Oaxacan homes.  They will live with people with limited or no ability to communicate in English.  Students will eat local Oaxacan food. During the day, students will learn from local Oaxacan experts and/or work side-by-side with Oaxaquenos. These experiences will provide students ample opportunity to consider their own human experience in relation to what will be a largely different world of human experiences.

Ethical and Social Responsibility: What is the appropriate role of the individual, the organization, the institution, and the society to address compelling issues such as abject poverty, social inequity and environmental degradation?  What individual, organizational, institutional, and social role models do we have as humans to provide insight, hope and guidance in confronting clear challenges of the human experience? What has been, is being, and might/should be done to combat social ills?  What works to make human life better, including human stewardship of the environment? These questions undergird every aspect of this course. Questions of roles and responsibilities – at every level - are central to this capstone.  

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
Plus other readings, as assigned.
SCHEDULE: Oaxaca, Mexico Environmental Activism Capstone Course*
Summer Term 2008
*Important Note: All class activities are subject to change on short notice.
*An important part of the leaning for this course is the recognition that most of the course takes place in a culture other than that of the United States, therefore, it is incumbent on us to enter and exit that culture as gently and respectfully as possible. In this regard, we must be sensitive to the fact that Oaxacans may not “plan” and “execute” in the same way that this is done in the US. Thus, we anticipate that the following schedule will indeed need to be adjusted multiple times throughout the course.  This course has three parts.

Part I: Pre-Trip Class Sessions at PSU

Wed, June, 2-4pm – Neuberger Hall, Room 204
· Welcome and Intros

· Syllabus Review

· Presentation by Portland community partner Susan Abravanol, SOLV
Homework: Read 1) SW Handbook, 2) Capstone Student Handbook, 3) Syllabus

Wed., June 11, 2-4pm– Neuberger Hall, Room 204
· Scavenger hunt
· “Crossing Borders”
· Logistics
Homework: Read Barber, and all of Boyte. (Study questions handed out)
Wed., June 25, 2-4pm– Neuberger Hall, Room 382 (NOTE: Room Change!)
· Discuss concepts of public work, strong and weak democracy/leadership, community participation
· Presentation by Portland community partner Andy Nelson, Hands-On Portland
· Mexico cultural primer
· Final logistics
Due:
Analytical Writing Assignment, due in class. 5 pages max, double-spaced, typed.
Response to questions regarding Barber and Boyte
Part II: Draft Schedule for Oaxaca Immersion Trip

July 11-25, 2008
Note: Activities may get moved around or substituted for other activities. Each day we will give you clear instructions about where we will be meeting the next day. Be sure to check with us and not rely on the schedule alone. 

Day 1:  Travel Portland-Oaxaca, either by Mexicana Portland-Mexico City and

       then to Oaxaca by bus, or on Continental Portland-Houston, then

       Houston-Oaxaca. Stay at downtown hotel.

Day 2: Orientation walk and introduction to the city. Installation with host families. 

Afternoon session with Jack Corbett addressing social and economic features of urban and rural life in Oaxaca with particular attention to issues of development as they relate to the management of the natural and cultural environment.

Day 3: (a.m.) Overview of environmental issues and public participation in Oaxaca by

Salvador Anta, director of the state office of the National Forest Commission, and

 Dr. Enrique Martinez of the Instituto Tecnologico de Oaxaca. Discussion session

 with Kevin and Jack. (p.m.) Spanish class.

Day 4: (a.m.) Visit to the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Monte Alban. Discussion of 

archaeological zone/community relations by Dr. Nelly Robles Garcia,

director. Overview of reforestation project by Juan Carlos Cruz, community outreach coordinator. (p.m.) Spanish class.

Day 5:  (a.m.) Presentation by Terry Morales of the Union of Community Museums on

principles of cooperation and decision-making in neighborhood and community organizations.  Discussion session with Kevin and Jack. (p.m.) Spanish class.

Day 6:   (a.m.) Visit with Juan Carlos Cruz to location of Monte Alban/San Martin

Mexicapan cooperative greenbelt and reforestation program, discussion with local residents about how/why they participate in this community project.  (p.m.) Spanish class.

Day 7:  (a.m.) Group discussion and planning session around the themes of what have 

we learned, logistics preparations for weekend collaboration with community greenbelt planters.  (p.m.) Spanish class.

Day 8: Collaboration with community greenbelt planters reforesting sections of Monte

Alban protective greenbelt.
Day 9:  Presentation by staff from World Wildlife Fund and Mesofilo (environmental

organization working in Oaxaca cloud forests) on environmental management challenges in Zapotec mountain communities. Discussion with Kevin and Jack regarding evening departure to Ixtlan de Juarez. Travel to Ixtlan.

Day 10: Meetings with Ixtlan de Juarez Biological Reserve and community eco-tourism

staff. Orientation walk in the reserve. Discussion session with Kevin and Jack.

Day 11:  Work with community volunteers on signage project marking trails and points 

    of interest with signs in Spanish, English, and Zapotec. 

Day 12: Work with community volunteers on signage project marking trails and points of 

   interest with signs in Spanish, English, and Zapotec. 

Day 13:  Return to city of Oaxaca. Wrap-up discussion with Kevin Kecskes and Jack 

   Corbett. 

Day 14:  Travel Oaxaca-Portland
Part III: September, 2008 (Actual dates TBD by course participants)

· Final Integrative Paper due

· Final Product (DVD) due

· Final Product presentation to SOLV and Hands-On Portland
I have found out that there ain't no surer way to find out whether you like people or hate them than to travel with them.  ~Mark Twain

