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Introduction 

Looking back at the 1960s, it is easy to remember how idealistic our generation was, how 
committed we were to solving the world’s social and environmental problems. We were a 
generation that wanted to make all the perceived necessary changes almost all at once. What 
happened to the 1960s and our enthusiasm for change? Obviously, to some degree, the fight for 
a sustainable world has continued, but what was special about that time that let us believe that 
our generation could mend what generations before weren’t able to comprehend much less 
repair? There is no doubt that the Vietnam War brought an immediacy and critical mass to the 
societal problems. 

Our generation created a movement of discontent that became so large and powerful that it 
affected public policy. It was this empowered movement that effectively ended the Vietnam War, 
and it was the same movement that lost its momentum and along with our thoughts and dreams 
dissipated or became absorbed. Many of the same issues exist today that were so relevant 40 
years ago. If anything, the issues have become more devastating, complex, plentiful, and 
immediate in recent years. Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring, possibly the first comprehensive 
outcry about the hazards of pesticides helped to set the stage for the environmental movement 
and was widely read and revered by high school and college students. It was a book that shouted 
for change and those that read it more often than not took up the crusade. Today, it would be 
difficult to have a book such as Silent Spring be required reading for a course that covers 
sustainability issues. Today, it just wouldn’t hold the student’s interest. Most Americans, for 
reasons that are hard to identify, no longer have the same sense of immediacy with regard to 
problems larger than themselves. The difference is not that we have solved our problems but, 
rather, that maybe we have grown accustomed to them. There is no question that we have made 
some progress towards change, but with every step forward, we discover a proliferation of 
problems that await us. The apathy or lack of concern for what can only be described as the 
health of our future environment is what should concern us the most. Is it a loss of innocence or is 
it the need to accept things the way they are that has created this apathy? 

This paper is concerned with educators and how they deal with student apathy towards our 
environmental problems. What role do we play so as to have the largest possible positive 
influence on our students? What strategy do we use to allow students’ the opportunity to see and 
understand the environmental dilemmas that we face as a society without imposing a polarizing 
political viewpoint or falling into what many consider dogmatic rhetoric? Gone are the days of 
picket signs and sit-ins. We can no longer expect an enthusiastic audience by merely pointing to 
where we believe the problems exist. 

The author offers a class assignment and exercise within the course unit—Social Responsibility 
as Designers and Building a Sustainable World. The dialogue and exchanges that were 
precipitated from the exercise worked well partly because the class recognized the dichotomy 
between the American-dream/frontier mentality and the current necessity for more legal 
restrictions protecting our environment. The class became aware that it was not the either-or 



situation (the that we so commonly hear these issues addressed) but, rather, that the best 
solutions come in the shades of gray. The class conversations were so inspiring that it was felt 
that the framework for this exercise was worth writing about. An important observation that should 
be mentioned is that the institution where the author is teaching is located in a fairly conservative 
part of the country. There exists a fair amount of cynicism amongst the student body towards the 
values of the political left. The hope is that teachers in similar situations, with similar convictions 
and apprehensions can make use of my framework to help create a learning environment that 
engages the student regardless of his or her political background. Ultimately, as teachers, we 
want to educate all our students not just those who happen to share our own political beliefs. It is 
to this end that this paper has been written.  

 

A Brief Description of 424 

History of Design Technology 424 is a required course for industrial design majors. It offers 
students an opportunity to explore technology from a sociological point of view, to improve writing 
skills and most importantly to make personal discoveries and connections with technologies, past, 
present, emerging and future. The life of a product designer is so involved in technology in one 
form or another that it is important for students of the field to reflect critically on other aspects 
than its mere existence. The course examines and critiques technologies’ most hidden or invisible 
qualities and influences. The relationship of technology to philosophic, social, historic, ecological, 
and economic issues are unearthed and revealed for debate and analysis. It is hoped that a new 
awareness is gained for the design student by a better understanding of technology and how 
technology relates to the human condition.  

Four books are required reading for the purpose of class discussions and writing assignments: 

Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology by Neil Postman. A very thought-provoking 
cultural critique that gives every reader pause as to the current and future relationship between 
man and technology. 

The Evolution of Technology by George Basalla. A well-documented history of technology and its 
evolutionary development that challenges the popular belief that the advances in technology are 
due to a few heroic men who produced a series of revolutionary inventions. He drives home the 
point that the advances in technology are due to a complex web of influences not the spark-of-
genius scenario that is commonly portrayed by most past historians.  

The Design of Everyday Things by Donald A. Norman. This book is filled with examples of design 
problems. It heightens the reader’s awareness of how irresponsible and incompetent many 
industries have been with regard to product design. Norman shows us how often designers 
haven’t studied the user carefully enough to create a product that displays an inherent visual user 
logic. When a visual logic exists, he shows us how the conceptual model is often flawed. There 
are examples in his book of flawed mappings (a mapping is a connection between two things), 
mappings that are not natural or not visible at all. My students realized how prevalent poor design 
is and how it is just as important for a designer to know why products don’t work as why they do. 

Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by Robert M. Pirsig. A thought-provoking modern day 
classic about life’s values questioning the very relationship an individual has to the technological 
world. This book is written for the philosophically oriented student and caters to those readers 
that like to question their existence. 



A book of your choice.  The choice of the book should be inspired by prior class readings and 
discussions.   

Two films are shown and discussed: 

2001: A Space Odyssey directed by Stanley Kubrick. A great classic to stimulate discussion 
about our importance in the universe and our reliance on technology. 

Exporting Harm: The High-Tech Trashing of Asia by the Basel Action Network. 

Eight papers on various topics relating to technology and the class agenda are required: 

1. Review of a technology film. 

2. Create a log of daily technologies. 

3. Evaluate doing without a technology. 

4. Critique an emerging technology. 

5. Identify and discuss a technological milestone. 

6. Compare and analyze products with clear and unclear semantics. 

7. Select, read, and review a book of your choice that speaks to an interest of yours inspired 
by readings or discussions in this class. 

8. Biography: The Secret Life of Objects (Robert Frost, University of Albany) 

 

The Character of the American Ethos and Its Influence on Our Technology 

 

 

 

This week-long unit relies heavily on the materials brought into class in the form of handouts. The 
class is given the assignment to read the papers, digest the information, and be ready to take a 
position on the American dream, how it has affected their own lives and America’s technological 
development. The handouts included: 



1.  A few chapters of a Horatio Alger story (“From Farm to Fortune”) so that the class doesn’t 
have to imagine his writing style. 

2. A portion of the Declaration of Independence that every student knows from their 9th-grade 
civics class; 

 “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit 
of Happiness…”  

3.  As a counterpoint, a quote from the Martin Luther King “I Have a Dream Sermon;”  

 “It doesn’t say "some men," it says "all men." It doesn’t say "all white men," it says "all men," 
which includes black men. It does not say "all Gentiles," it says "all men," which includes Jews. It 
doesn’t say "all Protestants," it says "all men," which includes Catholics. (Yes, sir) It doesn’t even 
say "all theists and believers," it says "all men," which includes humanists and agnostics.”  

4. George Basalla’s description of how barbed wire was invented in his book The Evolution of 
Technology. 

5.  Chapter 3 of Neil Postman’s Technopoly: From Technocracy to Technopoly, and 

6.  A film shown in class of the great American industrialist, Andrew Carnegie. 

The class discussion, based on the readings, centered on the students’ individual experiences. 
There were students that talked of parents or parents of friends that started with nothing and are 
now enjoying a prosperous life. Many could identify with the rags-to-riches Horatio Alger stories. 
There were other students that felt the American dream was mostly myth and still others that felt 
it was real for some and less real for others. In addition to the question of the individual’s 
opportunities, there were discussions about the very nature of America’s ethos and how these 
qualities spurred on technological success. Readings from Neil Postman’s Technopoly helped 
frame the discussion regarding both positive and negative aspects Americas’ technological 
achievements.  

Debating Laws, Codes, and Ordinances. A class assignment that culminated in a dialogue 
debating the legal protection of trees in Acadiana 

  

In recent years, the unit Social Responsibility as Designers and Building a Sustainable World has 
been added to the course. The problem with teaching this section is that if the teacher is not 
careful, the topic can become one long expose of how technology has wronged the world. Many 
students believe that responsibility to the environment and industrial profitability are mutually 



exclusive. This belief more than likely comes from a century of conflict between industry 
advocates and environmentalists. The issues these groups fought over created a polarized 
climate of: either–or, instead of a give and take that could have ended up creating a better world 
for both parties. Neil Postman in Technopoly describes this concept in the following sentence;  

“Every technology is both a burden and a blessing; not either–or, but this and that.” 

We adopted the, this-and-that approach rather then the either–or mindset with regard to issues 
relating to industry and the effect it has on the environment. The following is a description of the 
approach that was used.  

1.  The topic that was picked for research was local and contained blatant environmental issues. 
The fact that it was a local problem allowed students to access research material and experts 
more readily. Local issues are also much more stimulating, after all these are issues that get 
discussed on a daily basis among friends and relatives. Solving their own problem in their own 
backyard is much more empowering and real than a large, abstract problem that can only be 
solved on a theoretical basis. 

2.  The class was supplied with as much information on the subject as possible. Handouts 
covering historical aspects, cases studies, opinions of different individuals on the issues, a list of 
people connected to the topic, were made available.  

3.  The students were required to become actively involved in some form of field work that would 
further their understanding of the problems associated with the topic. They interviewed experts 
and investigated and documented a current situation. The class was broken up into groups so 
that their efforts became collaborative. 

4.   The class was given a goal to work towards. They had the choice of giving a class 
presentation or handing in written documentation of their group investigation. In the future, we will 
invite some local experts to the presentations. Sharing and working with a group of outside 
professionals could turn into a wonderful experience for the students. When students relate their 
education to what is going on outside of school it allows them a taste of the professional world 
that awaits them when they graduate. Without a doubt, our students are hungry. 

5.  The discussion leader (the professor) lets the class do its own thinking and didn’t allow 
personal views to dictate the direction of the classes conclusions.  The last thing the class is 
going to want to hear is a stream of opinions from their teacher. A good class discussion has a 
life of its own and is not dictated solely by the professor.  

6.  When possible, the teacher employed the Socratic method of discourse. Questions were 
emphasized over answers. The problems being discussed were defined and logical, deductive 
connections were made. Skepticism was encouraged. 

The class addressed the issues of tree preservation in Acadiana. It turned out to be an extremely 
interesting subject. The class covered a lot of ground and came up with some very interesting, 
original solutions to problems that for many would have seemed irresolvable. As far as topics for 
future years, it would be interesting to choose other local environmentally related topics to keep 
the research fresh and energetic. There is an ample supply of areas to investigate. Drainage and 
flooding, sugar cane burning, and recycling our waste are just a few.   

Conclusion 



In the past, when teaching the unit on Social Responsibility as Designers and Building a 
Sustainable World, it was found that students displayed an undue amount of apathy towards the 
subject. The alterations in the curriculum mentioned previously profoundly changed the students’ 
attitude toward the course material. They went from a passive mode of learning to actively 
participating in a growing field. Our students were allowed to find complex solutions to complex 
problems. The real-world experience along with requiring a students’ active participation were the 
likely motivating factors. Given that our vast American frontier is rapidly growing smaller and that 
many of the issues that were a problem 40 years ago have become more severe, avoidance may 
no longer be an option. It is important that industrial design students come to a personal 
understanding of these very important issues. 
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