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1) Level

• Undergraduate

2) Catalog Description

ICS 5: Green IT - Environmental issues in information technology (4).  

This course explores the relationship between recent developments in information technology and current global environmental issues.  Topics include: ecoinformatics, electronic waste, technological life cycle assessment, online community building, life hacking, and other ways to use personal technologies to affect one’s own environmental impact.  The course involves reading, writing, and discussion around these and other timely issues, as well as undertaking a final project.

3) Prerequisites

• None

4) Logistics

• Students will be evaluated on class participation (20%), a term project (40%), and a final exam (40%).

5) Textbook

• There is no textbook available that is adequately current. Students will read George Monbiot’s book “Heat: How to Stop the Planet from Burning” and a selection of articles from various online and offline sources.

6) Potential course overlaps

• No other course at UCI covers this topic. Informatics 161, “Social Analysis of Computerization,” devotes approximately one week to environmental issues that relate to computing. 

7) Curriculum

• This course complements current undergraduate offerings in ICS by addressing a range of topics regarding the relationship between environmental issues and current and future technological systems. Its approach will not presume in-depth understanding of either environmental or technological issues.

8) General Education

We propose that this course satisfy General Education Category II (Science and Technology). Category II addresses Category II addresses "the operation of the ... technological world," "principles underlying the design and operation of technology," and

"interrelationships among science and technology disciplines."  This course’s content relates directly to these topics.

9) Potential instructors

• Bill Tomlinson

• Bonnie Nardi

10) Expected frequency of offering

• Every other year, usually spring quarter.

11) Course overview and goals

• The world is facing unprecedented challenges relating to environmental concerns such as global warming, overpopulation, waste production and resource exhaustion.  Simultaneously, the world is experiencing unprecedented growth in terms of technological innovation.  How do these forces interact?  In what ways have technological systems exacerbated the environmental issues, and in what ways has it mitigated them?  What might the future hold regarding the role of technology in environmental issues?  This course provides a framework for thinking about this suite of questions.  Students will learn to recognize the environmental impacts of technology and to make informed decisions in this domain.  In addition, a final project will allow students to conduct a survey or implement a system that will help them to understand a particular topic in this area in greater detail.

12) Topic outline

• Introduction

• Engineering and the environment – how engineered systems impact the environment

• Electronic waste – understanding and reducing the impact of leftover tech

• Life cycle assessment – integrating reuse and recycling into the technological process

• Environment, technology and government – how technology impacts political decisions

• Ecoinformatics – combining ecologists’ research through computational techniques

• Online community building – systems for enabling collaboration and support

• Life hacking – computational tools for understanding one’s life and enacting behavioral change

• Energy and power – the role of IT in the future of the world’s power supplies

• Nanotech and biotech – future scenarios

• Project presentations
