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Instructor: Owen Murphy

Course: SUS 101, Introduction to Sustainability 

Course description: This course explores the environmental, social, and economic dimensions of sustainability. Students will develop a broad understanding of sustainability concepts, reflect on the current state of global affairs, and discuss solutions to address today’s most pressing challenges. This course approaches sustainability from a multidisciplinary perspective by integrating faculty from across the curriculum, including public health, biology, natural resources, sociology, economics, and/or ethnic studies. Includes four hours of service learning at an off-campus location (TBD). This course is designed for all disciplines and majors.

Curriculum rationale
The Tragedy of the Commons (ToC) is a theory that explains how individuals acting in their own self-interest may cause harm to the environment or society in which they – and others – live. Historical examples include over-fishing, deforestation, depletion of aquifers, air and water pollution, antibiotic resistance, and climate change. As a result of integrating the ToC into SUS 101 I hope that students will: 1) better understand some of the historical missteps that negatively impacted environmental and public health, 2) consider their role and the role of others (including governments and corporations) in exacerbating the ToC, and 3) consider their role and the role of others (including governments and corporations) in mitigating, repairing, or avoiding the ToC moving forward. 

Curriculum description
The following ToC classroom activities are a mash-up from several sources, including Interdisciplinary Teaching about Earth for a Sustainable Future, YouTube, and my head. Note that the previous class session will have featured an in-depth presentation about the causes and consequences of climate change; the activities below will eventually tie back into that presentation.
1) First, groups of four students will play a ToC fishing game using candies, spoons, and bowls. A central group bowl will be stocked with 16 fish (Hershey’s kisses) of varying species (colors). Each student will receive a fishing boat (napkin) and pole (toothpick). Students will fish a total of four seasons (rounds) with the goal of catching enough fish to meet their needs. A minimum of two fish per season is required for each student to pay their bills; any additional fish can be sold for profit. Each season lasts 30 seconds after which students will tally up their earnings on a provided worksheet. At the end of the game, students will tally up their total individual and group earnings over all four seasons. The likely outcome is that students will discover that some level of conservation is required in order for the fish population to reproduce adequately between seasons for continued harvest.
2) Second, we’ll have a classroom discussion about the ToC. I will present on Garret Hardin’s 1968 Tragedy of the Commons article in the Journal of Science, as well as Elinor Ostrum’s work about polycentric approaches to mitigate or avoid the ToC, followed by time for questions.
3) Third, students will again break into their original (fishing) groups to read and discuss one of three articles about historical ToC events, including the pollution of the Minneapolis River in the late 1800s and 1900s, the “great smog” of London in 1953, and the depletion of the ozone layer in the 1970s and 1980s. Students within each group will be asked to identify the “commons”, the “tragedy”, and some solutions for their respective ToC articles.
4) Fourth, we will explore how climate change fits the ToC model, then engage in discussion about individual and state-level solutions to mitigate climate change. This part of the class will build on the previous week’s presentation about climate change.

Pre-implementation concerns
I am concerned that half of the fishes will go missing (get eaten), that some students or groups will not engage in “normal” ToC behaviors (which could detract from the teaching power of the activity), and that we’ll spend more time on the game and article logistics than talking about and solving the ToC. I am also concerned that the fishing game is perhaps a bit too basic. There are a couple of computer-based ToC games, but I don’t want to complicate the experience with technical issues.

Post-implementation reflections
Overall, I am very happy with the format and the experience of the ToC game (Fall term 2026). It was easy to employ, and though basic, did not feel childish. The students were quick to engage, followed the instructions well, and had fun. I was originally concerned that some of the students wouldn’t play the game in a predictable (selfish) manner; while that was true for one group of out five, the majority of students overfished. Along the way there was a bit of good-natured intragroup squabbling and some attempts to self-correct after the first fishing round.

The point of the ToC game was to generate a healthy follow-up discussion, and in this regard it did not disappoint. Given their game experience, the students seemed more interested about a review of Garret Hardin’s 1968 Tragedy of the Commons article than previous classes. The historical ToC readings also gave students an opportunity to take what they’d learned during the game and apply it to real-world situations. As a result, the students seemed more engaged in our summary discussions about the causes, consequences, rights, and responsibilities associated with climate change. I believe that the ToC game experience successfully parlayed into broader systems thinking and class discussions.

Future improvements
I would like to build upon the ToC curriculum in future classes by focusing more on local ToC scenarios (e.g., The Deschutes River and water demands of high desert agriculture, the need to balance Central Oregon outdoor recreation opportunities and revenue with natural resource extraction, Bend housing costs and shortages, etc.). Even further, I’d like to invite a related community organization into the classroom or visit them in the field for an expert-guided exploration of specific ToC solutions involving stakeholder engagement, market solutions, and government regulation.
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