
Creating a lesson plan for character based learning about environmental virtue ethics 
Due March 3 
 
 Character based learning (CBL) attempts to do at least two things 
simultaneously: provide support for high school students who have life & learning 
challenges – and are at risk of school failure and anti-social behavior – and teach 
academic content that will allow them to fulfill state-mandated goals for learning, so 
that they can graduate with a diploma. CBL was developed as an expression of practical 
compassion for students who are incarcerated, in foster or institutional care, homeless 
shelters, hospitals, or diversion schools. It is a project of the Markkula Center for 
Applied Ethics, http://www.scu.edu/character/CBL/CBL-Home.cfm. You can find a 
video about CBL and its goals at  
http://www.scu.edu/ethics/about/video-intro.html#characteredfull
 CBL’s target audience is at risk youth who, due to their anti-social behavior or 
life circumstances, find themselves in some kind of special educational institution. CBL 
presents normal course content in a context of fostering character (=virtue) ethics. Thus, 
the nuts & bolts structure AND its overarching tone is designed to help students 
develop ethically and intellectually, together, concurrently. This approach to education 
has been very helpful for students struggling with these circumstances. Our own 
Markkula Center for Applied Ethics has created programs that are used by dozens of 
school districts statewide. They help some truly heroic teachers in our state. I have been 
asked to develop some lesson plans for their biology class, and your assignment is to do 
some of this work with me. Essentially, this exercise asks you to imagine that you and a 
partner have been asked to give a 1-hour presentation each (guided by the lesson plan!) 
about environmental problems and CBL. These two lesson plans should compliment 
each other, and address one of the 4 topical themes.  
 The CBL approach very carefully weaves together multiple objectives to achieve 
multiple goals. This will require careful planning, but on the other hand, it follows a 
pretty set script. You will have to use creativity to engage the students, but within a set 
learning structure. Think of it as taking environmental science to where there is no 
science. This is providing ecological literacy for politically and economically 
marginalized residents of California, those most likely to be affected by pollution and 
environmental degradation.  
 The overall strategy is to draw from Uhl’s approach to ecological literacy and 
popular culture to demonstrate virtues or character traits appropriate to relating to 
our earth sustainably. I have divided up the 4 major environmental science themes 
from the (ecologically-oriented) biology text book, and you will, with a partner, each 
devise a lesson plan (according to the CBL structure) that will reinforce the character 
traits that emerge from the specific units in the book and tie in with one of the overall 
themes of CBL.  
 Here are the four units of the biology text we will be tackling. This gets a bit 
complicated, because the book has 5 units, but #2 doesn’t lend itself to CBL, and some 
of these schools use a 4 and some a 5 quarter school year (includes summer). So there is 
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some flexibility that has to be built into this. As you click on the URLs below, look at 
what is being taught concurrently in English Language Arts and History. Then click on 
Biology. You do not have to read the whole biology text book, only the vocab and 
summaries. But you should poke around the weekly lesson plans for “hooks.” For 
example, week 10 includes Fast Food Nation to link environmental nutrients and 
human nutrition (and to raise critical questions about fast food diets). This is a pretty 
good hook for thinking about virtue ethics.  
 
Unit 1. The world of life & Responsibility Requires Action. This unit introduces the 
web of life, populations, communities and ecosystems, matter and energy.  
http://www.scu.edu/character/CBL/Quarter-1/Responsibility-Requires-Action.cfm
 
Unit 2. Continuity of life & change requires effort. I don’t recommend you take this on 
unless you are a biology major. See me before you do it.  
 
Unit 3. Diversity and adaptation in the biosphere & Justice Requires Restraint, 
restated as Diversity Requires Respect. This unit introduces the diversity of organisms 
in the tree of life, including animals. Biodiversity would be a good theme here, 
especially if you can lay out the connections between cultural and biological diversity. 
Think about the anthropocentric and biocentric reasons for conserving biodiversity. 
This unit covers chapters 10-14 on the following page: 
http://www.scu.edu/character/CBL/Quarter-3/Justice-Requires-Restraint.cfm
 
Unit 4. Functioning organisms & Courage Requires Moderation. This unit examines 
how humans and other creatures depend on the environment for their food and energy, 
and the importance of plants in the environment. It would be a good area to explain the 
consequences of human consumption patterns, on other humans as well as other 
creatures. This covers chapters 15-19 on the following:  
http://www.scu.edu/character/CBL/Quarter-3/Justice-Requires-Restraint.cfm
 
Unit 5. Patterns in the biosphere & Integrity Requires Wholeness. This unit looks at 
ecosystems, environmental adaptation, and environmental management. It would be a 
great place to explore issues of the relationship between ethical integrity and ecosystem 
integrity. Chapters 20-24 are not up on the web, as of this writing, but they should be 
imminently. 
http://www.scu.edu/character/CBL/Quarter-4/Courage-Requires-Moderation.cfm
 
 These students in CBL typically are not environmentally oriented. They do not 
typically have a reservoir of experiences in nature from which they can draw. Many of 
them chiefly have experience with urban landscapes. Thus, you are going to have to 
stretch their world by appealing to their moral imagination, and for this we use stories. 
I suggest you use a protagonist, hero, engaging narrative or dramatic moment from the 
language arts (English class) stories associated with one of these 4 “movements” in 
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CBL, if you know the story from your own high school. You are also free to use a story 
from popular culture. Think of the virtue /character trait you want to communicate, 
and then link it to an environmental hero, environmental conflict/story. If you draw a 
blank, I have ideas. Narratives/ biographies are frequently used to communicate virtue 
ethics to a popular audience (think: Julia Butterfly Hill). The high school students do not 
need to have prior knowledge of these, although of course that would help. The 
essential task is that you be able to use narrative to illustrate these character virtues, for 
ordinary people with little understanding of environmental issues.  
 
 You need to use all the tricks of a good teacher to sustain interest in new issues in 
the face of the short attention spans of these youth. Always tie this back to their own 
experiences, so that the regular drum beat of character envelops them. Use active 
learning, in other words, do not plan to talk at them for more than 3-5 minutes at a time. 
Use media of all types: music, video clips, movies, youtube, interactive websites, 
creating art, dramatic reading, movement. Engage them in whole body exercises, using 
their senses to do stuff with their hands, together. This may be with simple arts & crafts 
(e.g., http://www.scu.edu/character/upload/Classroom%20Activities%20Section.pdf) 
meditation, or it may be with simple experiments (keeping in mind some of these folks 
are in youth detention facilities – no toxic chemicals!).  
 
 There is a special structure for each class session in CBL that you have to follow: 
the PRREE. It breaks the hour into manageable ~12 minute bits. More information about 
this will be provided on my webpage soon. Use or adapt this structure to communicate 
the essential relatedness of all life, in genes, populations, communities and ecosystems.  
 

P R R E E 
PREPARE 
(review, 

vocabulary) 

READ 
(or view, 
take in) 

RESPOND 
(tie to 

experience)  

EXPLORE 
(deepen the 

understanding) 
 

EXTEND 
(move the 
concepts 
forward) 

 
You might need a username & password to get into sections of the CBL: 
(CASE SENSITIVE) 
 
Username: MCAE  
Password: CLB0708 

http://www.scu.edu/character/upload/Classroom%20Activities%20Section.pdf

