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Jean Berthiaume teaches at Harwood Union High School in South Duxbury, VT.  Jean is a long time partner of SSP, having attended one of the 

Making Connections workshops with the VT Education for Sustainability Project in the late 1990s.  Jean is a service-learning leader and has 

won numerous awards for his work in his classroom. 

 

Civics and Sustainability 
By Jean Berthiaume 

 

For some of us it’s all too easy to ignore the privilege in our own lives that allows 

us see things only from our own perspective. In truth, we choose how we live our 

lives and how we build our own communities. When we consider the systemic 

perspective of sustainability, we begin to understand that all things are con-

nected. We can see that all decisions affect other decisions, and that what we do 

today affects the lives of people we will never know, generations from now. 

 It’s easy to think that the challenges of our world— global warming, unemploy-

ment, poverty, man-made environmental disasters, racism and sexism— aren’t 

our responsibility and don’t have anything to do with us. However, ignoring 

these issues and those who are most directly affected by them can lead to long-

term misunderstandings and a fractured democratic society. 

  

Ten years ago, I decided to make sustainability the central focus of my civics 

curriculum at Harwood Union High School in South Duxbury, Vermont, calling it 

Creating Sustainable Communities, or CSC. The course empowers youth by giv-

ing them voice, and thus power, in the midst of paralyzing problems that threaten 

the future of their communities and the broader world. 

 

This year CSC students are embracing a curriculum that reflects 21st Century Learning. Students are using web 2.0 tools such 

as Google My Maps to map various assets in their community and to consider their own relationships to place throughout the 

year. After mapping their place, students move into the first two enduring understandings that form the foundation of the 

curriculum: sustainability, and the blind conformity of society. 

  

To explore the concept of sustainability, students interview community members and businesses that practice and work for 

sustainability. After conducting interviews, students use Audacity, another web tool, to pair interviews with digital photo-

graphs. Finally, students create a culminating digital piece with their own story of how they are, or are not, sustainable. They 

take what they’ve learned from the community and compare it to their own lives. They discuss and brainstorm what choices, 

decisions, and activities might be unsustainable, and what sustainable means for them and their community. They take a 

critical look at how and why it is easy, or hard, to be sustainable. To explore the blind conformity of society, students use 

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. Together we use this metaphor to assess the voices, the shadow and the shackles in their own 

“cave”, that either support or hinder their ability to be sustainable. 

  

To understand sustainability we need to understand our place and the interconnections within it. We need to look at the 

world through our own privilege and try our hardest to look at the world though another’s perspective. When we can look at 

our place through multiple perspectives, and as an interconnected web of possibilities, we find entry points for participation in 

the democratic process- and potentially a just and sustainable future. 
 

 
 

 

Jean Berthiaume (second from left) 
with his Creating Sustainable Commu-
nities students at Harwood Union High 
School. 


