Appendix “B”

Living in (and with) the World Arguing About Sustainability


Curriculum created by Riki Thompson, University of Washington, Tacoma Campus

Student Handout
Writing A Response Paper

Learning Goals:  

· To use writing to demonstrate close reading skills

· To practice writing concise summaries while responding to a central idea

· To practice using direct quotations and paraphrasing the ideas of others

· To enter an academic conversation about a sustainability problem through writing

Task:

Approx 400 words, double-spaced, typed, 12 pt. serif-font (e.g., Times New Roman)
During the first two weeks of the course you will write three response papers in preparation for class discussions and class activities. After close reading assigned essays from Listening to Earth, you will write response papers to demonstrate your comprehension and enter the conversation raised within the essay. 
What is a Response Paper?

· With the response paper, the writer takes a more active role than in descriptive types of summary. That is to say that a response paper combines summary and active engagement with the text. 

· A judgment should be made concerning the document being analytically summarized. Study your notes (composed by making use of the reading hints below) and determine how those details fit into a pattern that you can describe as a central idea (not 'THE' central idea, but 'A' central idea). 

· The response must provide the reader with a clear and effective understanding of the message contained in the original, while responding to it. 

· A quotation from the reading being analytically summarized is usually expected in response papers.

How to Write a Response Paper:
Your response paper should contain the name of the work being summarized, the author, and the general situation surrounding the text. This information is often best placed at the beginning of your paper, as it helps to contextualize what will follow. The body of your response should make a claim about an aspect of the text that you find interesting and worthy of discussion. Additionally, the body of your response must include support for your claims in the form direct quotes or paraphrased ideas. Closely follow the work you are responding to and use an occasional word, phrase, or passage from the original to give your reader a taste of the original. Your response should begin to draw conclusions, possibly explaining how your understanding of the original is important in a broader context. Think about how the text relates to the ideas discussed in class or to other texts you have read and elaborate on these connections if they seem appropriate. 

Reading Tips:
· Underline, highlight, or circle key sentences, phrases, and words

· Use a dictionary for words that seem important or those that you do not understand

· Evaluate your reactions to the material

· Annotate: Make notes in the margins as your respond to the above questions and the essay

· Record reactions, questions, and understandings of the reading

· Isolate key terms, phrases, and themes

· Write notes on key words, phrases, or sentences that comment, question, evaluate, define, relate, challenge 

· Think about the subject-audience-context-purpose relationship

Note: See samples of response papers to gain a sense of the genre expectations.

Response Paper - Sample 1

Edward O. Wilson’s “The Environmental Ethic” is an essay that uses a pathos driven language to bestow a sense of religious association upon the tenets of evolution and extinction. This is conveyed largely by grandiose statements with little factual support. He opens with the line “The sixth great extinction spasm of geological time is upon us, grace of mankind (198).” From here, he goes on to describe five periods in Earth’s history in which the dominant planetary species reached a “plateau” and faced mass extinctions taking ten million years to repair. This is where I wish Wilson had attempted to provide some academic background for the concept of these extinctions. Granted, if such extinctions in fact occurred, there would likely be entire separate texts devoted to their subject matter, a quantity of information that would not fit into this piece. But it would have been helpful in establishing the plausibility of the text.
            However, the previous extinctions mentioned are a pretext for Wilson to make his primary point: that while previous extinctions occurred more or less naturally, and ultimately resulted in a greater diversity of species, this does not justify mankind’s active destruction of species through technological innovations and progress. Why not? Because species’ origins as related life forms, and the splits that occurred over million years, subdivided the Earth’s creatures into an interconnected ecosystem of which humanity is a part.
            The problem that technology presents is the speed with which innovations occurred. Man hasn’t had the chance to evolve beyond its basic fears and desires in regard to nature, so it has no problem using technology to destroy now-harmless creatures that were only deadly to ancestors. A key example would be spiders and the use of pesticides to destroy them. It stands to human reason that these creatures are dangerous and better off dead, but human reason may fail to account for the requisite space a species held in the ecosystem. It may have helped keep another, more dangerous, force in check, or helped nourish one that was helpful to man.

Response Paper - Sample 2

In their essay, Once Upon a Planet, Paul Hawken, Amory Lovins, and L. Hunter Lovins speak of the “new environment of natural capitalism” and the effects it will have on businesses (214).  Warning that “natural capital” (or natural resources) such as good soil, forests, water, plants and animals are disappearing, Hawken and the Lovins point out that the earth has “operating guidelines” which we must recognize and heed if we are to help stave off or alleviate the affects of possible environmental crises (215, 218).  We must change the way we do business.  We can no longer afford to “purchase energy, materials, food, and water in ways that are…inefficient,” but, rather, must realize that “the loss of natural capital or ecosystem function” threatens our “short and long-term interests (217, 220).  Neither resources, nor people, nor the environment ought to be wasted (223).
            A change to a natural capitalistic paradigm and actions is important because it could also produce “large [and] unexpected benefits” for companies (222).  When businesses reduce waste, they save energy and money that can be used to strengthen their companies, their people and the environment.  In addition, employees feel better as they see how their roles at work can “align” to help create the kind of future they want for their families (222). This "alignment" reduces internal conflicts and increase individual satisfaction.
            The counsel that Hawkins and the Lovins offer for businesses could conceivably be applied to home environments as well.  Just as businesses must realize that “sustainable practices…work better and cost less,” so must households realize that the waste of environmental resources can have both short- and long-term repercussions for family budgets and prosperity (222).  Within the framework of natural capitalism, prudent businesses (and households) will reevaluate their policies and then use all of their resources wisely to improve both their own futures and the future of the planet as well.

