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NATURAL STEP WORKSHOP TWO-WEEK LESSON PLAN  
 

1) Here’s the problem in a nutshell: ”The things we need to survive - food, clean 

air and water, productive topsoil and others - are in decline because they 

are being used, exhausted or damaged faster than nature can regenerate 

them.” (The Funnel – Society Is Being Squeezed;  http://www.naturalstep.org/en/the-

funnel ). 

2) The solutions to this are many, but all are merely variations addressing the central 

problem of greater consumption than replacement.  

3) Therefore, I like to use a variation of The Natural Step’s “Back Casting.” Back Casting: 

“A successful outcome is imagined in the future, then the question is asked: 

“what do we need to do today to reach that vision of success?” 

(http://www.naturalstep.org/en/backcasting). That is, instead of situating oneself in 

the middle of the problem and working one’s way out, I like to ask the question from 

outside the situation, presenting the question of sustainability via Rawls’ “veil of 

ignorance” and apply the framework of fairness and justice to the question of 

sustainability.  

a) Specifically, I ask the students groups to devise (generally speaking, the exercise 

allows only broad strokes) a system/government/society in which they are ignorant of 

who they will be in that society.  They could, for example, devise a system in which 

many slaves live miserable lives in order to serve the one luxurious king, the 

Rawlsian kicker being, of course, that they may very well end up a slave and not the 

one king. 

b) After presentations/discussions of their systems they are asked to further consider: 

Will a just society allow for the accumulation of wealth in a few hands? This of 

course leads to a discussion of the work-ethic/ grit/initiative, inheritance, welfare, 

police-states, Lockean freedoms, etc.  

c) Furthermore: Will a just system allow for the accumulation of power in a few hands 

via accumulated wealth? Included are considerations of monopoly, Citizens United, 

gerrymandering , swaying public opinion about scientific fact, etc. 

4) Following this is the consideration of sustainability/ consumption-replacement. What are 

the consequences of depletion without replacement on, for example, a bank account? A 

human body? A relationship? A society? A planet? Does a consumption/replacement 

imbalance occur within their own psyche/lives? Within the US? And again, the planet? 

5) Groups then come up with and present discussions and counter-discussions of possible 

solutions to personal and planetary imbalance -- an herculean labor, but one that allows 

for questions and reflections that, with luck, will resonate beyond the classroom.  
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