
GE THEME COURSES 

Overview 
Courses that are accepted into the General Education (GE) Themes must meet two sets of Expected 
Learning Outcomes (ELOs): those common for all GE Themes and one set specific to the content of the 
Theme. This form begins with the criteria common to all themes and has expandable sections relating to 
each specific theme. 

A course may be accepted into more than one Theme if the ELOs for each theme are met. Courses 
seeing approval for multiple Themes will complete a submission document for each theme.  Courses 
seeking approval as a 4-credit, Integrative Practices course need to complete a similar submission form 
for the chosen practice.  It may be helpful to consult your Director of Undergraduate Studies or 
appropriate support staff person as you develop and submit your course.  

Please enter text in the boxes to describe how your class will meet the ELOs of the Theme to which it 
applies. Please use language that is clear and concise and that colleagues outside of your discipline will 
be able to follow. You are encouraged to refer specifically to the syllabus submitted for the course, since 
the reviewers will also have that document Because this document will be used in the course review and 
approval process, you should be as specific as possible, listing concrete activities, specific theories, 
names of scholars, titles of textbooks etc.  

Course subject & number

General Expectations of All Themes 
GOAL 1: Successful students will analyze an important topic or idea at a more advanced 
and in-depth level than the foundations. 

Please briefly identify the ways in which this course represents an advanced study of the focal 
theme.  In this context, “advanced” refers to courses that are e.g., synthetic, rely on research or cutting-
edge findings, or deeply engage with the subject matter, among other possibilities. (50-500 words) 



ELO 1.1 Engage in critical and logical thinking about the topic or idea of the theme. Please link this 
ELO to the course goals and topics and indicate specific activities/assignments through which it will be met. (50-
700 words) 

ELO 1.2 Engage in an advanced, in-depth, scholarly exploration of the topic or idea of the theme. 
Please link this ELO to the course goals and topics and indicate specific activities/assignments through which it will 
be met. (50-700 words) 

Course subject & number



GOAL 2: Successful students will integrate approaches to the theme by making 
connections to out-of-classroom experiences with academic knowledge or across disciplines 
and/or to work they have done in previous classes and that they anticipate doing in future. 

ELO 2.1 Identify, describe, and synthesize approaches or experiences as they apply to the theme. 
Please link this ELO to the course goals and topics and indicate specific activities/assignments through which it will 
be met. (50-700 words) 

ELO 2.2 Demonstrate a developing sense of self as a learner through reflection, self-assessment, and 
creative work, building on prior experiences to respond to new and challenging contexts. Please link 
this ELO to the course goals and topics and indicate specific activities/assignments through which it will be met. 
(50-700 words) 

Course subject & number



Specific Expectations of Courses in Sustainability 

GOAL 1: Students analyze and explain how social and natural systems function, 
interact, and evolve over time; how human wellbeing depends on these interactions; how 
actions have impacts on subsequent generations and societies globally; and how human 
values, behaviors, and institutions impact multi-faceted, potential solutions across time.   

1.1 Describe elements of the fundamental dependence of humans on Earth and environmental 
systems and on the resilience of these systems. Please link this ELO to the course goals and topics and 
indicate specific activities/assignments through which it will be met. (50-700 words) 
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1.3 Devise informed and meaningful responses to problems and arguments in the area of 
sustainability based on the interpretation of appropriate evidence and an explicit statement of 
values.  Please link this ELO to the course goals and topics and indicate specific activities/assignments through 
which it will be met. (50-700 words) 

Course subject & number

1.2 Describe, analyze and critique the roles and impacts of human activity and technology on both 
human society and the natural world, in the past, currently, and in the future. Please link this ELO to 
the course goals and topics and indicate specific activities/assignments through which it will be met. (50-700 
words) 


	Overview
	General Expectations of All Themes
	GOAL 1: Successful students will analyze an important topic or idea at a more advanced and in-depth level than the foundations.
	GOAL 2: Successful students will integrate approaches to the theme by making connections to out-of-classroom experiences with academic knowledge or across disciplines and/or to work they have done in previous classes and that they anticipate doing in ...

	Specific Expectations of Courses in Sustainability
	GOAL 3: Students analyze and explain how social and natural systems function, interact, and evolve over time; how human wellbeing depends on these interactions; how actions have impacts on subsequent generations and societies globally; and how human v...


	LO 1: 
	1 Engage in critical and logical thinking about the topic or idea of the theme: Critical thinking is built into the course by setting readings and giving lectures which challenge some of the obvious assumptions about the history of food and the systems that produce it. For example, at the start of the course, students are encouraged to think about ways in which the invention of agriculture might not have been an entirely or even largely positive development. Students later learn about what Vaclav Smil called the “greatest invention of the twentieth century” – Fritz Haber’s development of synthetic nitrate fertilizer in 1908. This invention, which greatly increased the amount of food humans could globally produce, promised to liberate the world from famine, but also made food systems less sustainable by relying on fossil fuels. 

All assignments encourage critical thinking: the two response papers invite students to critically assess certain key transitional moments in world food history (like the Neolithic Revolution and the Columbian Exchange). The paper on the EAT-Lancet Commission Report introduces students to the idea that we are currently experiencing a world food crisis and the lectures and discussions link our present to critical decisions and choices made in the past (like the switch to fossil fuels or the rising consumption of meat). In their final paper, students make critical historical connections between a particular food, planetary ecology, and bodily health.


	ELO 1: 
	2 Engage in an advanced, in-depth, scholarly exploration of the topic or idea of the theme: This ELO is satisfied by the final paper for the class, in which students are expected to write an advanced, in-depth and scholarly exploration of a particular food and how the systems providing it have affected the human body and the planet in positive and negative ways over time. This exercise brings together the various themes of the course – the sustainability of food systems, their effects on human life, their increasingly technological nature – via the study of a single foodstuff (or a recipe). This can be anything – bananas, sugar, tomatoes, cod, Coca-Cola, wheat, beef, cheese, soy – and students are also encouraged to be imaginative with their papers. The exercise will encourage critical engagement with key readings in food history and food studies.

Additionally, this course introduces students to many classic scholarly works on the history of food, such as works by Alfred Crosby, Sidney Mintz, Frank Dikötter, and Rachel Laudan, as well as many new works which are destined to become classics, like those by Helen Curry, David Graeber and David Wengrow, and Arleen Tuchman.


	ELO 2: 
	1 Identify, describe, and synthesize approaches or experiences as they apply to the theme: One of the most important goals in education is to help students make connections between their everyday and often unconscious habits and practices and vast, distant, global processes. History can help students grasp how the way we eat has become inseparable from both bodily and planetary health. The course’s final paper invites students to write about a particular food, its history, and its bodily and planetary effects. This food can be anything – something they like, something culturally meaningful to them, or something they dislike or have an aversion to. They should particularly explore the triangular relationship between food, body and planet that the EAT-Lancet report addresses. 

The project is really designed to link both the experience of food and the critical evaluation of food systems to the lived experience of the student. The material for this paper will be discussed throughout the course, but particularly in modules 4 (on specific foods) and 5 (on the bodily effects of food and food systems). In the final module, students are encouraged to think about how dietary change has impacted bodily experience. 

The class is inherently interdisciplinary in nature, featuring readings from archaeologists, anthropologists, evolutionary biologists, human rights activists and environmental scientists as well as various types of historians. Students are thus invited to bring their experience and knowledge of a wide range of humanities and sciences to the class.

	2 Demonstrate a developing sense of self as a learner through reflection, self-assessment, and creative work, building on prior experiences to respond to new and challenging contexts: Students will demonstrate their developing sense of self as a learner in several ways. First, through regular class discussion, the central themes of the class will be debated and developed. Second, the written exercises encourage self-reflection, particularly the final project, which asks students to critically interrogate a particular foodstuff. The body-planet connection is repeatedly emphasized. Third, in week 8, students will complete a short questionnaire asking them to reflect on the key things that they have learned so far in the class. The overall goal of the class is to help students become more conscious of how the ways in which humans eat have become problematic for both the health of the body and the health of the planet, and to think about ways this problem can be mitigated or even solved by developing new food systems, which in turn can be partly achieved by taking a look at how humans ate in the past.

	Briefly identify the ways in which this course represents an advanced study of the focal theme: This course provides a synthetic history of food and food systems. It begins in the Paleolithic, a time before food systems were created. It then traces the emergence of food systems from the Neolithic onwards. The course is broken into five modules: how food systems came about; globalizing and industrializing food systems; key modern foods and their systems of production; food systems, stress, and sustainability; and food and the body. Through these modules, students deeply engaged with the complicated and varied systems through which food is produced, processed, distributed and eaten. Students gain critical awareness of how transitions in food systems over the past two centuries have created the conditions of possibility of what the recent EAT-Lancet Report on Healthy Diets from Sustainable Food Systems (2019) refers to as a global “syndemic” of climate change, obesity, and undernutrition. Students will read this report as part of the class. They become aware of the fundamental unsustainability of today’s food systems, in contrast to rather more sustainable past systems. Through the course’s deeper focus, they also come to understand the vital significance of earlier transitions, particularly the Neolithic Revolution (which resulted in settlement and agriculture) and the Columbian Exchange (which created the world’s first truly global food systems, uniting the Americas and Europe).
	Course subject & number: History 2702
	1: 
	3 Devise informed and meaningful responses to problems and arguments in sustainability based on the interpretation of appropriate evidence and explicit values: Module 4 is devoted to the specific study of the history of four food systems, those for corn, wheat, meat, and sugar. A considerable amount of time in class will be devoted to the question of the sustainability of such systems, from a historical as well as a contemporary perspective. For example, in the lecture on wheat, students are introduced to the late nineteenth-century “wheat crisis” where commentators expressed grave concerns about the impending collapse of the world wheat system (something alleviated by the invention of synthetic fertilizer). In the lecture on meat, students explore how livestock farming and industrialized slaughter scaled up in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, devouring immense quantities of fossil fuels, water, and animal feed. Students explore the reasons why meat became so desirable in the developing world, and argue over to what extent this system is desirable. This class discussion is always extremely animated and values are stated explicitly! But I always make sure that students back up their statements with evidence.

In terms of written work, this ELO is again satisfied by the EAT-Lancet exercise at the end of module 3. Here, students explicitly confront the current problems of our world food system and how these problems historically emerged. The particular problems are threefold: ecological degradation (climate change, the derangement of the nitrogen cycle, deforestation, soil erosion); health problems (obesity, diabetes, heart disease); and inequality (overconsumption in much of the developed world, but deficiencies, hunger and famine in much of the global south). These particular issues have already been discussed in modules one and two, for example via discussions of inequalities in diets after the development of agriculture, or issues of soil erosion in medieval China. In this paper, students produce a historically-informed reflection on a central problem of today’s world: are food systems unsustainable in their current form? In class discussions, we also reflect on whether food systems at other points in history were ecologically superior to today’s systems.

Given that such discussions involve questions of diet, and particularly meat-consumption, they inevitable force students to reflect on how their diets have planetary consequences, pointing towards module 5 and their final paper which aims to more explicitly link food with the human body and the planet.

	2 Describe, analyze and critique the roles and impacts of human activity and technology on human society and the natural world: This ELO is satisfied in particular by the first module and response paper, in which students are introduced to the deep history of human foodways (i.e. from prehistory onwards) and the planetarily consequential process of the complicated shift to sedentism and the rise of agriculture. Students read and discuss Jared Diamond’s famous, provocative 1987 essay on “The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race,” in which he suggests that settlement and farming ultimately caused more harm to the body and the planet than good. This is supplemented by a chapter from David Graeber and David Wengerow’s recent The Dawn of Everything, which explores the complexities of the rise of agriculture, the political aspects of food control and the asymmetries of consumption that emerged. The other lectures in this module explore the ecological, political and social aspects of food systems in early cultures in East Asia, Mesoamerica, North America, the Mediterranean, and Northern Europe.

The first response paper gives students the choice of answering one of two questions. The first invites them simply to respond to Diamond’s question: what were the consequences of the formation of the first agricultural food systems for bodies, ecologies, and social formation? The second asks them to analyze the formation of food systems in a particular part of the world discussed in readings and in class. 

Through class lectures, readings, and the response paper, students thus describe, analyze and critique the ways in which humans transformed their societies and the planet through the invention of agriculture. This is arguably the most consequential process in human history.

	1 Describe elements of the fundamental dependence of humans on Earth and environmental systems and on the resilience of these systems: Humans depend on environmental systems for food. These systems have, over the past 10,000 years, become increasingly mediated and dominated by technology. Resilience has been affected: for example, the rise of monocultures makes food systems more vulnerable to pathogens; the reliance of food systems on synthetic fertilizers makes our food systems dependent on fossil fuels; and these fossil fuels have made global “food miles” a critical problem. This ELO is covered particularly in modules 2 and 3. There are two exercises through which this ELO is satisfied. The first is a response paper on module 2 (on globalization and industrialization) and the second is a written exercise and discussion on the historical context of today’s World Food Crisis (module 3). This latter is issue is discussed by introducing students to a series of twentieth-century food crises (1930s, late 1940s, 1970s) in which financial, ecological, climatic and geostrategic issues became complexly interwoven).

The second response paper asks students to provide a critical assessment of one of four critical developments in the history of modern (and less sustainable) food systems: the Columbian Exchange, the invention of synthetic nitrates, the rise of monocultures, and the Green Revolution. In their answers, students will utilize class readings and lectures to analyze and explain how food systems change over time and have intergenerational effects.





