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The greatest threat to our planet 
is the belief that someone else 

will save it.

Robert Swan  
first person to walk to both the 

North and South Poles
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INTRODUCTION
The Rhode Island School of Design’s Nature Culture 
& Sustainability Studies concentration (NCSS) was 
officially launched during the 2014/15 academic 
year following a successful pilot run.  

The program was founded by a group of concerned 
faculty and students with the belief that finding 
sustainable solutions to the major environmental 
and social issues facing our world today requires 
both new frameworks of understanding and new 
kinds of thinkers and makers involved in the 
process.  Interdisciplinary approaches are badly 
needed and RISD’s students, part of the generation 
to be most impacted by ill-considered actions 
of the past, have a mindset, set of skills, and the 
curiosity and creativity needed to challenge norms 
and offer directions that can alter our current 
trajectory.
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STRUCTURE
The NCSS Undergraduate Concentration is a 
21-credit concentration that allows RISD students 
to construct an individualized pathway for an 
undergraduate education where a focus on 
environment, culture, and the ethics of design 
forms the foundation of their studio-based 
practice.  The concentration is housed within the 
Division of Liberal Arts, yet it is interdisciplinary in 
its offerings and draws both courses and faculty 
from across the academic divisions of Liberal Arts, 
Experimental and Foundations Studies, Fine Arts, 
and Architecture and Design.  

Students within the concentration are driven in 
their work by a deep concern about the state of 
our planet and the implications of climate change 
on our environment and global society.  They 
recognize the environ-mental and social cost of 
unchecked capitalism, rapid urbanization, 
population growth, growing nationalism and 
intolerance, on-going war, and increasing inequity 
in the world.  Moreover, they recognize that directly 
or indirectly, each of these are interconnected.  

Guided by this, concentrators seek courses in the 
sciences and the study of living systems; earth 
and marine sciences; environmental humanities; 
social and environmental justice; visual and 
written environmental storytelling and advocacy; 
sustainable design practices; land-based art and 
design practices; ethical and sustainable supply 
chains; and new, sustainable and bio-material 
research.  

Most courses qualifying for NCSS credit are 
identified in the NCSS course catalog. However, 

as courses change are often added last minute, 
students may petition for NCSS credit for any 
course where their personal work has had a 
strong NCSS focus.  Increasingly, students are 
wanting to take ISPs or CSPs as NCSS-qualifying 
courses.  Both are strongly encouraged, using 
NCSS-affiliated faculty as advisors. In the context 
of CSPs, or not, concentrators may choose to join, 
or start their own, NCSS research groups focusing 
on issues of shared concern. These support self or 
guided interdisciplinary work and networking.
For these, faculty members from the larger NCSS 
affiliated faculty group are connected with each 
research clusters as advisors.  The coordinator 
serves as advisor and facilitator wherever needed.

The concentration has a coordinator, rotating 
between Divisions on a three-year cycle, and 
an Advisory Board made up of individuals from 
across the school and the various Divisions.  
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REQUIREMENTS
The concentration has three core requirements:

1. NCSS CORE SEMINAR (3 credits)
This course lays the foundation for students 
pursuing the NCSS concentration (and should be 
taken as early in one’s time at RISD as possible). 
Within it, students are introduced to key concepts, 
writings, issues and debates underlying the study 
of the relationship between nature and culture 
and theories of sustainability. The course focuses 
on the need to develop an interdisciplinary 
understanding of, and integrative approaches to, 
tackling the complexity and scale of issues being 
discussed; as well as issues of environmental and 
social justice; environmental law and ideas of 
‘personhood;’ sustainable food and water systems; 
ethical and sustainable supply chains; the Anthro-
pocene, climate change, and reality of ecocide; 
race, gender and indigenous issues in the context 
of the environment;  regional and global socio-
environmental movements; ideas of resiliency 
and adaptation; and dynamic systems theory.  
Throughout, the role and responsibility of art and 
design practice is discussed in relation to these 
topics.  

2. ELECTIVES (18 credits)
Elective courses can be taken from Liberal Arts –  
Theory and History of Art and Design (THAD); 
Literary Arts and Studies (LAS); History Philosophy 
and Social Sciences (HPSS), Science for Art and 
Design, or from studio departments.  9 of the 
required 18 credits can be taken in the student’s 
home department, if these qualify for NCSS credit. 
Independent study projects (ISP) and ISPs and 

collaborative study projects (CSP) can also qualify 
for NCSS credit and may be particularly useful for 
those students within specific research clusters.  
Consultation with the NCSS coordinator is strongly 
advised when students plan the trajectory of their 
concentration studies.

3. NCSS ASPECT TO DEGREE PROJECT OR 
FINAL STUDIO WORK (home department)
As a way of synthesizing the student’s NCSS 
coursework within the context of their major, 
the creative work of the final semester should in 
some way include an NCSS focus.  Concentrators 
are encouraged to have an NCSS mentor (from 
the affiliated faculty group) during this final 
semester to help guide this period of synthesis 
and offer constructive feedback.
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Students must receive a B- or above for any 
RISD course that is to count toward the NCSS 
concentration.  Transfer students may transfer a 
maximum of 6 credits from other universities to 
fulfill their NCSS concentration requirements. The 
grade for these courses as well must be at least 
a B-, or in the case of universities where letter 
grades are not issued, a passing grade.  All 
4-credit courses from other universities will 
transfer into this concentration as 3-credit 
courses.  Discretion regarding whether courses 
from other universities meet the standards for an 
NCSS-credit bearing course rests with the NCSS 
concentration coordinator.

NOTE:
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(current)

Research clusters are student-run discussion 
and project-related groups.  They are not a 
requirement of being an NCSS concentrator.  
Instead, they are meant to support student’s 
shared interests by offering a framework for 
advancing these: space to hold discussions or 
small workshops; access to financial support for 
inviting speakers or discussantsor organizing 
workshops (resources are limited); assistance 
with project organization, networking with 
organizations and individuals related to the topic; 
grant applications; advisors for NCSS-related 
ISPs or CSPs; and mentoring by members of the 
NCSS affiliated faculty pool when available and as 
needed.

The NCSS coordinator is available for advising 
research clusters as requested. Clusters may 
meet weekly or once or twice monthly, alone 
or with their chosen mentors, share resources 
and readings, invite discussants, and develop 
coursework, individual (ISP) and collaborative 
(CSP) study projects or internships around the 
various topics.  

Cluster may establish their own page on the 
NCSS website where they post members, contact 
information, their research and creative work 
related to their topic, and share case studies and 
readings.  These pages can be regularly updated 
so as to show the trajectory of the conversations 
and work.

Clusters that are not currently active will remain 
on the website and be tagged as “non active.”  
These will serve a space for depositing and 

RESEARCH CLUSTERS
archiving related information from outside 
sources for students wishing to reactivate in the 
future.  

New research clusters can be proposed and 
added at any time. 

Starting in Fall 2020, an NCSS student research 
assistant will manage the clusters’ website entries, 
calendar events and archiving.
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BIOMATERIALS AND BIO-LOGIC 
DESIGN
The study and application of the design and 
performance logic of living systems and biologically 
derived materials to achieve new and more environ-
mentally sustainable art and design outcomes.

ETHICAL AND SUSTAINABLE 
SUPPLY CHAINS
The study, mapping and analysis of supply 
chains starting with the RISD studio culture and 
materials used in our teaching and disciplines, 
to exploring ways in which to redesign supply 
chains so as to lessen the negative impacts on 
both humans and the environment.  

LANDSCAPE SYSTEMS AND DESIGN
The study of landscape systems, cultural land-
scapes, and sustainable landscape and community 
-based practices – including hydro-bio-geological 
structures and functioning, coastal issues and 
climate change, urban farming, restoration 
ecology, desertification, ecological urbanism, etc. 

RE-USE, ADAPTATION AND 
UPCYCLING
The study and application of sustainable practices 
through the lens of reuse, adaptation and 
upcycling of existing products, sites and buildings 
following a ‘cradle to cradle’ framework.
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ENVIRONMENTAL STORYTELLING

The telling of stories about the natural world – 
through image and word, and both traditional 
and new media – in order to share information, 
offer new insights, challenge assumptions, foster 
an ethic of stewardship and sustainability, etc.   

CLIMATE CHANGE / 
ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISM

The organizing of student groups around environ-
mental issues and the impacts of climate change; 
building awareness on campus and within the 
community; building skills in advocacy and in 
influencing legislation, etc.

RACE / ETHNICITY / INDIGENOUS 
KNOWLEDGE / GENDER AND THE 
ENVIRONMENT

The study of other ways of knowing and framing 
the natural world and environmental issues so 
as to add greater dimension to discussions and 
actions around social and environmental justice.

COMMUNITY-BASED SOCIAL / 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT DESIGN

Design with local and international low-resourced 
or otherwise disadvantaged communities to 
foster greater self determination, economic 
opportunity, sustainable practices, creativity and 
new uses of local resources and natural materials. D
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ANIMAL RIGHTS & INTERSPECIES 
COEXISTENCE

The study of other life forms as cohabitants of 
Earth and as equals, not property. “Only when 
we have become nonviolent towards all life will 
we have learned to live well with others.  …I 
became a vegetarian after realizing that animals 
feel afraid, cold, hungry and unhappy like we do. 
I feel very deeply about vegetarianism and the 
animal kingdom. It was my dog Boycott who led 
me to question the right of humans to eat other 
sentient beings.” Cesar Chavez

RECONCEPTUALIZING 21ST 
CENTURY EDUCATION THROUGH 
ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS AND 
CREATIVE PRACTICES 

The reconceptualization of K-12 education and 
the classroom within a framework of creativity, 
living systems-ecological awareness, and social 
and environmental justice.  Conceived as a 
response to the existential threat facing our 
planet in terms of climate change related impacts, 
and the deepening social, political and economic 
crises manifesting themselves globally as non-
stop conflict, rising nationalism, authoritarianism 
and intolerance, and a widening divide between 
haves and have nots, the new model builds on a 
foundation of RISD’s pedagogical principles and 
the social and environmental ethics outlined in 
RISD’s newly launched strategic plan NEXT: RISD 
2020-2027. Co
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WEBSITE and
ARCHIVING MENTORING
The NCSS concentration website offers general 
information on the program and its requirements, 
information on research cluster activities, a gallery 
of NCSS student and alumni work, events listings, 
general resources on NCSS topics, and information 
on internships, jobs, funding opportunities and 
competitions.

NCSS-related writing, research and studio and 
other creative work will be collected and archived 
annually.  Selections will be highlighted on the 
website each year.

MENTORING 
STUDIES AT RISD AND LIFE BEYOND 

An important part of the NCSS Coordinator’s job 
is mentoring concentrators as they design their 
RISD programs of study and plan for life after 
graduation. Concentrators are encouraged to 
schedule appointments as needed or desired. 
Research Cluster meetings can be a time for 
group mentoring, if the participants desire. 

OFFICE HOURS 
Monday afternoons or by request.
contact: Lili Hermann @ ehermann@risd.edu
office: BEB/Architecture 013
 

GRADUATE & NCSS ALUMNI MENTORS 

A group of graduate student and NCSS alumni 
available for mentoring are listed on the website.
These individuals are particularly helpful when 
concentrators start pursuing graduate school and 
career options. 

NCSS ALUMNI NETWORKING 

A list of NCSS alumni linked to geographic 
regions and type of work they are involved in are 
available om the website. Contact information, 
when available, can be obtained through the 
Alumni Office or by contacting the Coordinator.
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COURSE OVERVIEW
SPRING           

NCSS CORE SEMINAR  IDISC/LAEL-2403 (3 credits)
Peter Dean _ M 1:10 - 4:10 PM

CLIMATE CHANGE AND NATURAL HAZARDS  
IDISC/LAEL-2012 (3 credits)
Peter Stempel _ F 1:10 PM - 4:10 PM

INVISIBLE LANDSCAPES  IDISC/LDAR-3211 

(3 credits)
Suzanne Mathew & Alejandro Borsani _ 
Th 8:00 AM - 1:00 PM

USES OF ANIMALS APPAR-3043 (3 credits) 
Laurie Brewer _ TH 6:30 - 9:30 PM

URBAN FARMING  
ARCH/IDISC/INTAR/LDAR-2340 (3 credits)
Laura Briggs _ F 1:10 - 6:10 PM

ENVIRONMENTAL DESIGN II  ARCH-2158 (3 credits)
Jeffrey Geisinger _ W 1:10 - 4:10 PM  

SUSTAINABILITY THINKING  FD-2029 (3 credits)
Peter Dean _ M 9:40 AM - 12:40 PM

ART OF THE AMERICAS  HPSS/THAD-C517 
(3 credits)
Winnie Lambrecht _ W 1:10 - 4:10 PM

THE NEW ENGLAND LANDSCAPE  HPSS-S171
(3 credits)
Dean Lampros _ T 1:10 - 4:10 PM

ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY OF CARE  
HPSS-S187 (3 Credits)
Bryce DuBois _ M 1:10 PM - 4:10 PM

LIFESPAN DEVELOPMENT HPSS-S430 (3 credits)
Meada Daly-Cano _ M/W 7:00 PM - 8:30 PM 

LEADERSHIP OF SOCIAL CHANGE HPSS-S451
(3 credits)
Peter Hocking _ M 1:10 PM - 4:10 PM

MULTICULTURAL PSYCHOLOGY  HPSS-S486 
(3 credits)
Melissa Marcotte _ F 9:40 AM - 12:40 PM

ARTISTIC ANATOMY ILLUS-3108 (3 credits)
Fritz Drury _ W 11:20 AM - 4:20 PM

SCIENTIFIC ILLUSTRATION  ILLUS-3916  (3 credits)
Jean Blackburn _ M 1:10 - 6:10 PM

CREATURE LAB  ILLUS-3924 (3 credits)
Lars Grant-West _ T 1:10 PM - 6:10 PM

PRINCIPLES OF ADAPTIVE REUSE  
INTAR-2361 (3 credits)
Markus Berger _ M 1:10 - 4:10 PM

ADAPTIVE REUSE DESIGN STUDIO  
INTAR-2362 (6 credits)
Liliane Wong & Jonathan Bell _ 
T/Th 9:40 - 11:10 AM / 1:10-5:40 PM
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ISSUES IN LANDSCAPE HISTORY  
LDAR/LAEL-1020  (3 credits)
Gretchen Rabinkin _ F 9:00 AM - 12:00 PM

SITE / ECOLOGY / DESIGN STUDIO LDAR-2203
(6 credits)
Barthmaier-Payne, Zeitz, Goode _ 
T/Th 9:40 - 11:10 AM / 1:10-5:40 PM

URBAN SYSTEMS STUDIO LDAR-2205 (6 credits)
Tiago Torres-Campos, Suzanne Mathew _ 
T/Th 9:40 - 11:10 AM / 1:10-5:40 PM

URBAN CONTEXTS LDAR-223G (3 credits)
Gerdts, Correa, Williamson _ F 1:10 PM - 4:10 PM

PLANTS: FORM &  SPACE  LDAR-2253  (3 credits)
Adam Anderson & Theodore Hoerr _ 
W 12:30 - 5:30 PM

HYDROLOGICAL SYSTEMS LDAR-2257 (3 credits) 
Jacob Mitchell _ M 1:10 PM - 4:10 PM

NATIVE AMERICAN LITERATURE LAS-E254
(3 credits)
Alexia Kosmider _ M/W 7:00 - 8:30 PM

ECOLOGICAL INVENTION LAS-E282 (3 credits) 
Thomas Doran _ W 8:00 AM - 11:00 AM

BIRDS IN BOOKS LAS-E326 (3 credits)
Mike Fink _M/W 8:00 - 9:30 AM

LITERATURE OF THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT 
LAS-E333  (3 credits)  
Jonathan Highfield _ M/W 9:40 - 11:10 AM

DARK MATTER: AN INTRODUCTION 
LAS-E351 (3 credits)   
Majida Ahmid Kargbo _ W 8:00 - 11:00 AM

BEFORE AND AFTER “MAN” LAS-E522 (3 credits) 
Megan Finch _ T/Th 9:40 AM - 11:10 AM

NATURAL HISTORY LAS-E718 (3 credits)
Thomas Doran _ T 9:40 AM - 12:40 PM

PLOUGH VAN DIEMEN’S LAND LAS-E798 (3 credits) 
Jonathan Highfield _ M 1:10 PM - 4:10 PM

CONCEPTS IN MATHEMATICS SCI-1007 (3 credits)   
Donald Thornton _ T/Th 7:00 PM - 8:30 PM

GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE 
SCI-1040 (3 credits) 
Jason Grear _ F 9:40 AM - 12:40 PM

EVOLUTIONARY BIOLOGY SCI-1087 (3 credits)
Lucy Spelman _ M/W 7:00 PM - 8:30 PM

URBAN ECOLOGY SCI-1096 (3 credits)
Maria Aliberti Lubertazzi _ F 1:10 PM - 4:10 PM

GLOBAL WATER CRISIS SCI-1110 (3 credits)
Bonnie Epstein Silverman _ T/Th 9:40 - 11:10 AM
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FIBERS AND DYEING  TEXT-4801 (3 credits)
Isa Rodrigues _ Th 1:10 PM - 6:10 PM

TEA, COFFEE OR CHOCOLATE?  THAD-H149 
(3 credits) 
Pascale Rihouet _ W 9:40 AM - 12:40 PM

FORMS OF NATURE  THAD-H220  (3 credits)
Erik Carver _ T/Th 9:40 - 11:10 AM

EARLY WEST AFRICA THAD-H411 (3 credits)
Bolaji Campbell _ T/Th 8:00 - 9:30 AM

INTRO. TO MATERIAL CULTURE  THAD-H414  
(3 credits)
Hannah Carlson _ M 1:10 - 4:10 PM

18                                           19



SUMMER

THAILAND: FROM SEED TO CLOTH  
APPAR-1510 
Jasper Chadprajong-Smith_ Jun 6-Jun 26

RISD IN ROME: TRASH  ARCH-1570-01
Gabriel Feld & Ezio Genovesi _ Jun 3-Jun 24

AZORES: DESIGN WITH NATURE  
ARCH-1560-01
Laura Briggs & Jonathan Knowles _ Jun 24-Jul 15

PARIS: URBAN DESIGN RENAISSANCE 
THROUGH EDIBLE LANDSCAPES 
LDAR/ARCH/ID-1565-01 
Andrew Hartness_ Jun 21-Jul 11

SOUTH AFRICA: ART AND SCIENCE OF 
CONSERVATION
HPSS-1521 
Lucy Spelman_Dates TBA
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WOOD II  ID 2453
George Gordon / 3 credits / Fall

TThis course deals with advanced woodworking 
processes, including milling and machinery use, 
laminate and steam bending, plywood and 
veneer. Techniques in using natural and synthetic 
materials connected with furniture will be 
covered.

ID majors only



















































































The stream of time moves forward 
and mankind moves with it. Your 
generation must come to terms with 
the environment. You must face 
realities instead of taking refuge in 
ignorance and evasion of truth. Yours 
is a grave and sobering responsibility, 
but it is also a shining opportunity. 
You go out into a world where 
mankind is challenged, as it has never 
been challenged before, to prove its 
maturity and its mastery — not of 
nature, but of itself.

Therein lies our hope and our destiny.

Rachel Carson 
(author of Silent Spring)

commencement address, Scripps College, 1962
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