 Rethinking Sustainability Through the Humanities: 
Multi-Sensory Experience & Environmental Encounter Beyond the Classroom
- FINAL PROJECT - 

American Environmental Thought (BIS 345)
Spring 2016

University of Washington, Bothell

Instructor: Dr. Jennifer Atkinson
Note to users: the project below is just one part of a larger, quarter-long set of assignments and activities that can be viewed on the BIS 345 Google Site: https://sites.google.com/a/uw.edu/bis-345-american-environmental-thought-final-project/
OVERVIEW FOR INSTRUCTORS:
This class focuses on relations between human and non-human worlds as represented in the humanities (see appended syllabus), and aims to help students understand how fields traditionally considered remote from problems in sustainability – particularly literary studies and philosophy – actually have rich environmental histories of their own.  The class also involves individual “field excursions” where each student commits to a set of outdoor experiences for the quarter: gardening, hiking, service learning with a restoration project and more (I have included an extensive rationale for this component directly below). Students also record thoughts and observations on the relation between those experiences in the field and material covered in class. As students venture beyond the classroom, we discuss the merits and shortcomings of these activities, along with perceptions of their relevance – or irrelevance – to course readings and student understanding of environmental ethics, history and cultural representation. At the quarter’s end, students write a final paper on any aspect they find personally significant; the one common requirement is to trace connections between one’s outdoor experience, the environmental and social contexts in which those activities take place, and the various literary and aesthetic traditions informing them. 
Rationale for Outdoor Experience in a Humanities Course (note: it’s extremely helpful to explicitly discuss this rationale with students as they prepare their field excursions … and indeed throughout the class term).
A deeper commitment to sustainability will require major transformations not only in our economy, technology and public policy, but also in our society’s core beliefs, values and cultural representations. This makes the humanities a natural ally to sustainability education, and many voices in the Environmental Humanities have made a compelling case for how literature and other expressive arts might become powerful resources for re-envisioning our place on earth.  Yet since the category of “humanity” has historically been constructed in narrowly exclusive terms, the humanities must also be re-framed as something more inclusive than its name implies – recognizing the category of “humanity” as coextensive with larger, non-human communities and processes.  
Such a reorientation also requires us to think critically about traditional learning experiences in humanities classrooms, which can reinforce a sense of alienation from nature by emphasizing textual and theoretical analysis at the expense of direct, embodied contact with our more-than-human world. One of the more effective and increasingly common ways of addressing this disconnection involves simply pairing traditional reading and writing assignments with field excursions. My own environmental humanities classes combine literary and cultural analysis with immersive outdoor experience and reflection, inviting students to devise virtually any place-based environmental project they wish. Over the years these have included everything from sleeping outside and foraging food in the Pacific Northwest forests to skinny- dipping in lakes, napping in the grass, container gardening in parking lots, hiking the Cascades or simply leaving behind electronic gadgets when strolling outdoors. Such activities can deepen acquaintance with nonhuman neighbors, help develop a sense of place-based civic engagement and enrich student understanding of course materials. Moreover, field excursions counterbalance the sheer incongruity of teaching nature writing and environmental issues to desk-bound students trapped in windowless, climate-controlled classrooms. 
The following project is thus meant to highlight the value of fieldwork as a tool for re-centering embodied experience itself. Moreover, as demonstrated by student writing on their excursions, pedagogies involving multi-sensory experience can provide a powerful tool for examining rationalist traditions that disconnect our intelligence from the intimacies and enigmas of embodied contact with our world. Rarely are students invited to indulge in the sensory dimensions of their intellectual development, let alone offer up spontaneous bodily encounters as evidence of legitimate environmental knowledge. Such disregard carries its own ecological meaning and implications. As philosopher David Abram (1997) has argued, we often regard sensuous reality – the “creaturely world directly encountered by our animal senses” – as something of a “secondary, derivative” dimension of the world we seek to understand, turning instead to modes of inquiry, discourse and representation that lend themselves to quantitative expressions and objective, abstract analysis
. In short, the knowledge that typically counts in environment inquiry and decision-making is based on measurable scientific and economic fact. Yet such bias is also fundamentally bound up with legacies of instrumental rationalism that historically have served to remake nature into a mere resource and object for scientific and commercial manipulation. Including multisensory environmental practice in humanities education pushes back against the very roots of this historical imbalance; moreover, simple acts of outdoor practice – particularly when paired with studies in phenomenology – can produce richer, more nuanced understandings of the social and environmental histories embedded in literary and cultural texts. Like student field excursions, readings that are initially seen as quaint moments of idiosyncratic “nature experience” ultimately emerge as an implicit challenge to persistent modes of Cartesian thought and practice. Together, this coordination of humanities studies and the sense experiences we share with other organisms has important implications for deepening the ethical dimensions of environmental inquiry, opening a space in which we might take seriously the vibrancy of matter and various forms of nonhuman agency – and ultimately, perhaps, reimagine our own place in the broader community of life.
OVERVIEW FOR STUDENTS:
The writers and artists we’ve studied this quarter were profoundly influenced by their direct encounters with nature: living in, studying, cultivating, hiking/traveling through or restoring places to which they felt especially connected.  In addition to being personally transformed by those experiences, these individuals also transformed their encounters into works of literature, film and art, thus making them available to the public. 
Now it’s your turn.

Your final assignment is to follow in the tradition of the writers you’ve studied in this class.  Plan an activity that allows you to experience and reflect upon some aspect of your relation to the local environment in a manner that is deliberative and engaged; then design a project that both connects the experience to course readings and shares it with a wider audience. 

I. Practical Component
The practical component can involve any personal experience of nature encounter, observation or “immersion,” such as tending a garden, volunteering with a restoration project, walking, hiking, camping, visiting or volunteering at a local farm, documenting seasonal growth and wildlife, etc.  Please do not recycle some past activity or experience, since your task here is to actively reflect upon the course readings and problems while you are involved in the activity, and then evaluate how they influence your experience. 

Note: you must include some form of evidence that you have completed this practical component (photos of you with your tomato plant, bird house, on a hike, etc.)
II. Written/Reflective Component*

This part of the project will make your experience accessible to a wider audience, and explain its significance within the context of the tradition of environmental thought you’ve studied in class.  While it is important to briefly describe what you did, I am not looking for a mere summary of the event; nor should the paper be a kind of “diary entry” that simply records your personal thoughts and feelings about the experience.  

Instead, I expect your essay to involve a rigorous critical analysis of the cultural, aesthetic, environmental, social/political and intellectual meaning and significance of your experience.  This will require you to explain lines of connection between:

· your activity (i.e. your personal experience of it)

· the environmental and historical context in which it was carried out

· the tradition of environmental writing and cultural production that surrounds it

This will be a challenging task, so plan to put a good deal of thought and effort into how you might effectively communicate these interrelations and their meaning. 

*Multi-Media/Creative Option: 

If you want to present your experience using a short film, blog, art project, or any other creative medium of your choice, the written requirement can be a bit shorter (4 pages rather than 6-7).  Please notify me in advance if your final involves a performance or presentation so I can schedule time for you in class.
GUIDELINES FOR WRITTEN COMPONENT

· Essay-based project: 6-7 pages (approx 2000 to 2500 words)

· Multimedia or Creative project: 4 pages (approx 1500 words)
All papers should address the points below. Feel free to include them in whatever order you wish (for example, the “purpose” of your project, as described under point #3, can certainly be laid out in your introduction).  Also, do not limit yourself to these prompts; additional issues will likely arise, so be creative in writing a piece that seems most appropriate for your project. 

1. Describe your experience & provide a well-researched background on its environmental aspects

The description of your experience should be relatively brief, since the goal of this project is critical analysis, connection, and reflection rather than a mere summary of events (in other words, do not submit a straightforward diary entry of “what happened” on your fishing excursion). Thoroughly research and discuss any environmental aspects relevant to your activity.  For example, if your activity involves a hike in the Cascades, you might research the natural history of the area, the impact of tourism and trail-building in that region, changes in historical attitudes towards wildlife, other notable writings/films on the Cascades, environmental controversies, etc.  How does this understanding affect your experience here? 

If your project is image-based (eg. a painting) or some other medium that does not directly “speak for itself,” please explain how the piece communicates your experience to your audience.  For example, how does your painting connect your audience with your tree-planting experience? How does your film reveal the enhanced environmental awareness you gained through your mushroom-picking or bird watching expedition?  (Note: if you write a traditional paper, this will already be built into your work, so you don’t need to write an additional essay describing the function of your essay). 
2. Connect your activity to the course material
Your essay should position your experience within the context of the literary and environmental history we’ve studied in this class.  In other words, your must demonstrate a thorough awareness of the tradition of environmental thought and literature that often shapes our views of nature in advance of many seemingly “direct” experiences we have with nonhuman nature. Think about the intersections between your activity and our course material, and analyze their significance and meaning.  Be creative here (and please re-read the instructions under Roman numeral II on page 1 of this handout).

Some possible questions to consider may include the following: 
· Which readings enhanced or added meaning to your experience? How? 
· Did the readings & films shape your expectations or set you up for disappointment?  
· Did anything influence what you paid attention to (perhaps you paid more attention to the sound of a train because of Thoreau, or to danger or toxic substances in your garden because of Carson…)?  Did familiarity with the course material detract from the pleasure of your experience (would you have enjoyed yourself more without Cronon’s voice in the back of your head)?  
· Did any of the materials lead you to have a more analytical, sentimental, skeptical or historically-informed perspective?  
· Did anything from the quarter stretch your thinking or challenge your assumptions as you were completing this activity? 
· Which writer from the quarter might you have wanted as a companion during your activity? What aspects of her/his work are relevant to yours?  
In all cases, be specific, and include/analyze quotes from our readings where appropriate.
In addition to discussing how the materials influenced your experience, you might also note any ways that the experience has caused you to re-frame the course materials (so turn the direction of your analysis in the opposite direction): 

· Did any aspect of your experience help you better understand or appreciate something you previously read?  
· Did you encounter or perceive anything that contradicted a point stated by one of our environmental writers? 

3. Explain how your project fits into the larger history of environmental thinking AND discuss its underlying purpose

As you complete the practical aspect, think of yourself within the context of other authors/filmmakers we’ve studied this quarter: like them, you are taking a personal experience and set of beliefs and making them public. Consider the impact that writers from the quarter have had on you as well as previous generations, and then imagine the kind of impact that your project might have on others. 

In addition, discuss the purpose or significance your project.  Please put some serious thought into this.  A FEW examples might include the goal of inspiring sustainability; calling attention to a neglected problem; educating your audience; sharing something beautiful or pleasurable; challenging conventional assumptions or beliefs; elaborating on or challenging something you’ve read in the course. Explain WHY your goal is significant or meaningful.
Final Note on Interdisciplinary Reflection:

Keep in mind that since this is an interdisciplinary project, it is very important that your paper reflects on the relations between environmental advocacy and cultural/artistic representation.  Spend some time thinking about connections among course readings, lectures, your experience, and the historical and environmental context in which it is situated.  Your task will be to explain these relations and their significance to your reader. 

COURSE SYLLABUS 
BIS 345: American Environmental Thought  (I&S) 

UW Bothell - Spring 2016
M/W 11:00 – 1:00

Instructor: Jennifer Atkinson 

Email: jenwren@uw.edu
Classroom: UW1-220 
Office Hours: Mon 1-3 pm (+ by appointment) / Husky Hall, rm. 1316

COURSE description
Cultivating a more sustainable relation to the biotic community is both a science and an art.  This course examines ways that literary and cultural texts have shaped environmental thought and practice in North America from the nineteenth century to the present, exploring works of nature writing, history, film, poetry, oral traditions, literary fiction, and social/political advocacy.
While disciplinary boundaries can encourage us to frame environmental issues as scientific matters requiring technological solutions, this course asks students to consider how social values and environmental practices arise from (and in turn influence) our imaginative lives. In examining materials that engage the cultural, philosophic and aesthetic dimensions of our relations to nonhuman nature, students will learn about key social and ecological issues at stake in various representations of nature, while situating their inquiry within the broader context of North American environmental and literary history.  Students will gain a basic understanding of concepts including Transcendentalism and Romanticism, Deep Ecology and Ecocentrism, Cartesianismdualism, Phenomenology, Environmental Justice, Ecofeminism and more.  


LEARNING GOALS
· Understand ways that literature, film and the arts have shaped views of nonhuman nature and have intersected with the physical sciences and public policy to address environmental problems. Explain the particular resources and perspectives that the humanities bring to environmental thought and practice.
· Identify key social, ecological and ideological issues at stake in various representations of nature; examine what is meant by the word “nature” within different historical contexts and modes of environmental imagination.
· Identify some of the shortcomings and successes of environmental literature—both past and present—in engaging postcolonial, class, gender and racial concerns. 
· Effectively engage in college-level discussions, collaborative group work, and peer editing /writing workshops. 

· Analyze and synthesize complex readings; produce clearly-written work and develop analytically rigorous arguments with clearly defined stakes. 
IAS Learning Objectives:

This course advances a number of the core IAS learning objectives, particularly Critical & Creative Thinking and Writing & Communication. For details on the IAS learning objectives, please see  http://www.uwb.edu/ias/portfolio/learningobjectives.  
Course Readings & Resources

Books* (available at the University Bookstore)
· Henry David Thoreau, Walden (Modern Library: 2000) 
· Ross Gay, Catalogue of Unabashed Gratitude (University of Pittsburgh Press: 2015)

· Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (Harper Perennial Modern Classics: 2007)
· Optional: American Earth: Environmental Writing Since Thoreau ed. Bill McKibben (Library of America: 2008) 
Additional course readings available on Canvas in the “Readings” module

You are required to bring the readings to each class meeting. That means you need to bring your hard copy of the book or books we read for a given day, if applicable. In addition, when we read any electronic articles or other sources, you must either 1) print the article and bring the hard copy; 2) have access to an electronic device (not a cell phone) during class through which you can access the article.

Google Site: All course work will be submitted on a Google Site you create for this class (NOT on Canvas). The site template and instructions will be provided in a class workshop.
Canvas and Email Accounts:  Students are required to check their emails and Canvas daily for updates on course assignments. 
* Please use the same editions of the books listed here.  While you may find other, slightly less expensive editions, it will be well worth the few extra dollars to buy the books with the same page numbering that your peers and instructor are using; this will allow you to follow along in discussions and class assignments (which will require you to examine specific pages from these editions). 

REQUIREMENTS, Grading & Evaluation
Course Requirements:

15 pt
Participation 

28 pt
Reading Responses (7 entries worth 4 pt each)





10 pt
In-Class Activities  

22 pt
Critical Essay (midterm)




25 pt
Reflective Essay & Outdoor Experience 
100 points total

Criteria for Assessment:
· Participation (15%)
This will be a collaborative, student-centered course with little instructor lecturing; therefore, the value of each meeting depends on the ideas, questions and energy you bring to class. Participation in discussions will also help you understand the readings and develop ideas for your papers. 
Participation credit is given for thoughtful, constructive and regular contribution to class discussion; in order to fully meet this requirement, students must also complete all readings before class and bring appropriate materials to our meetings. Be advised that you will not automatically receive a high participation grade simply for showing up: a score of 100% is given only when students actively participate in (nearly) 100% of our discussions and activities.  Students will also complete peer evaluations at various times during the quarter to assess the contributions of their discussion group members.  
Finally, earning a high participation score will require you to arrive on time, remain for the duration of class, stay awake, and refrain from disrupting others (I consider texting in class and unauthorized laptop use to be disruptions).
· Weekly Reading Responses (28%)
Students will write journal responses during most (but not all) weeks of the quarter; these will be entered on the “Reading Response” page of your Google Site (full instructions & guidelines are posted there). To receive full credit, entries must be posted by midnight on the Friday deadline. Late entries will receive no more than half credit. I will grade journals twice during the quarter (at the midpoint of our class and again at the end).

This journal is a place for you to record your thoughts and impressions about what we’re reading, and further develop the methods of critical analysis we will practice in class.  While these should be reasonably well written, my grading will not place an overwhelming emphasis on style and prose (since these are somewhat informal responses). Rather, assessment will be based on evidence that you have remained engaged in class and used each entry to develop your writing skills, critical thinking, and understanding of the texts through interpretation of passages or analysis of relationships, patterns, images, assumptions, ideologies, historical contexts, social values, aesthetic elements or other significant features of these texts.

· In-Class Activities (10%)

During most class meetings students will complete activity sheets on assigned materials, respond to poems or film clips with freewrites, or explore questions about our material in groups.  Please keep all of these activity sheets and personal notes; at two points in the quarter you will select 5 of your best or most interesting artifacts to submit. You will also write a reflection highlighting two artifacts (only) in your packet describing what you learned from those activities, what you found valuable or challenging, whether anything in a group discussion surprised or puzzled you, etc. Please see full instructions and grading criteria on Canvas under “Assignments.” 

· Critical Essay (midterm) 22%

Students will write an essay analyzing at least two texts from the first half of the quarter. See full written guidelines & submit electronically on your Google Site.
· Final Project: Outdoor Experience & Reflective Essay (25%)

Students will design their own final projects: this will require each of you to write a reflective essay connecting course readings with a personal environmental experience you complete during the quarter (such as service work with an environmental organization or local farm; a hiking, fishing or tracking expedition; a gardening or restoration project; documentation of seasonal changes, wildlife, etc). Students must submit a proposal in week four; 2 points will automatically be deducted from the project grade for failure to complete this component. See full written guidelines on your Google Site. 
* * * * *

IAS is a portfolio-based program. Students majoring in any degree offered by IAS begin the process of creating a capstone portfolio in BIS 300 Interdisciplinary Inquiry and conclude it in BIS 499: Capstone Portfolio.  IAS students should maintain an archive of the work they have done in (or in relation to) their undergraduate education, preferably through their UW Google Site.  For more information please visit: uwb.edu/learningtech/eportfolios
COURSE SCHEDULE

For EVERY reading assignment, consult that week’s Canvas module for reading details and comprehension questions.

All due dates below are marked by an arrow 
EARLY U.S. ENVIRONMENTAL WRITING 
MON 3/28
Overview 
Reading due: Michael Lewis, “American Wilderness: An Introduction”

In-class poems: Ross Gay, “Sharing with the Ants”; Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”
WED 3/30  

Due: Google site set-up (see Canvas instructions)
Readings due: 1) Emerson, Nature (reading details & comprehension questions on Canvas)

2) Scheese, “Overview” from Nature Writing
3) Abrams, from The Spell of the Sensuous 

In-class: Course project overview (we will consult the Google site you set up)


MON 4/4

Readings due: 1. Thoreau, Walden: “Economy” (selected passages only: see reading details & comprehension questions on Canvas) 
2. Mooallem, “The Self-Storage Self” (NYT, Sept 2009)
WED 4/6 
Readings due: 1. Thoreau, Walden: “Where I Lived,” “Sounds,” & “Solitude” (selected passages only; see Canvas).
2. OPTIONAL: Cronon, “The View from Walden” (from Changes in the Land)
 FRI 4/8:  Reading Response #1 due (midnight)


MON 4/11 
Readings due: Walden: “The Bean Field,” “The Village,” “The Ponds,” “Baker Farm”

In class: Jean Toomer, selected poems from Cane
WED 4/13
Readings due: Walden: “Brute Neighbors,” “The Pond in Winter,” & “Spring” 

In-class poems: Jean Toomer, selected poem from Cane; William Carlos Williams, “Spring and All”
 FRI 4/15:  Reading Response #2 due (midnight)
NARRATIVE & NONHUMAN NATURE
MON 4/18 
Readings due: 1) LeGuin: “The Carrier-Bag Theory of Fiction” 
 2) Kimmerer: “Skywoman Falling”

 3) Abrams: “Wood and Stone”

In class: Practicing literary analysis



 Outdoor activity (dress appropriately!)
THE DESERT AESTHETIC
WED 4/20 
Readings due:  Mary Austin, selections from The Land of Little Rain (also in American Earth) 
In-class poetry response: Gary Snyder, “Above Pate Valley”
Film Clip (in-class): Burns, “The National Parks” Part 1 (56 min)
 FRI 4/22   Project proposal due on Google Site (9:00 pm)
ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS & EXPERIENCE
MON 4/25 

Readings due:  1. John Muir, “Wind Storm in the Forests” (also in American Earth)



2. William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness” 

In-class activity: Donald Worster, excerpt from Nature’s Economy 
WED 4/27 
  Submit In-Class Activity Packet (first half)

Readings due:  1. Luther Standing Bear, “Nature”


2. Cronon, “Seasons of Want and Plenty,” from Changes in the Land (also in American Earth)
3. [groups 1-3] N. Scott Momaday, “The Way to Rainy Mountain” 

4. [groups 4-6] Leslie Marmon Silko: excerpt from Ceremony (also in American Earth)
In-class: Student team-teaching activity
 FRI 4/29:  Reading Response #3 due (midnight)
(First half of this journal will be graded over the weekend)

MON 5/2  
Readings due:  Aldo Leopold, selections from A Sand County Almanac (also in American Earth); selected reading passages listed on Canvas.

In Class: Outdoor writing activity (dress appropriately!)

ECOFEMINISM, PHENOMENOLOGY & ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
WED 5/4
Readings due:  1. Rachel Carson, from Silent Spring (also in American Earth)




 2. Smith, "Silence, Miss Carson!" (p. 733-44 only) 
In-class poetry response: Margaret Atwood, “Frogless”

Film clip (in class): “Earth Days”  

  THUR 5/5:  Reading Response #4 due (midnight)

  FRI 5/6:  Critical Essay (midterm) due 5pm


MON 5/9 
Readings due: 1. Terry Tempest Williams, from Refuge p. 752-9 only (also in American Earth)
2. Selected readings from “Particles on the Wall” (Hanford Nuclear Site exhibit)

 Guest speaker: Daniel Noonan, Project Manager, Hanford Educating for Activism

WED 5/11  (NO CLASS MEETING) 

Readings due:  Abrams, selections from Becoming Animal


     Krasney, “Extinction of Experience”
     MacFarlane, “Landspeak”

 FRI 5/13:  Reading Response #5 due (midnight)


MON 5/16
Readings due: 
1. Pellow & Brulle, “Power, Justice & the Environment” 




2. Mei Mei Evans, “Testimonies” 



3. Rob Nixon, “Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor” (video lecture viewable on Canvas)
Film screening (in-class): “Beasts of the Southern Wild”  

“BECOMING NATIVE TO YOUR PLACE”
WED 5/18  

Readings due:  Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (Chapters 1, 2 & 4 [Ch 3 optional])

Selected poems: Ross Gay, Catalog of Unabashed Gratitude 

 FRI 5/20:  Reading Response #6 due (midnight)
MON 5/23   
Readings due: Dillard, (Chapters 6, 7, 8) 

Selected poems: Ross Gay, Catalog of Unabashed Gratitude 

Progress update on final projects

WED 5/25 

Readings due: Dillard, (Chapters 10, 11 [excerpts only], 14, 15)

In-class poetry response: David Budbill, “Sometimes”
Course evaluations (in class)

Submit In-Class Activity Packet (second half)
MON 5/30  MEMORIAL DAY HOLIDAY (no class) 
Readings due:  Kate Soper, “Humanities can promote alternative ‘good life’”

WED 6/1   

Peer review of Rough Drafts for final project (required)

 FRI 6/3:  Reading Response #7 due (midnight)
(Second half of your journal will be graded over the weekend)


  
FINAL PROJECT DUE: Mon 6/6


Submit by noon on your Google Site.








� Note: it is not reason itself that I regard as problematic, but rather the presumption that logic and abstraction are a means to objective and universal truths, along with cultural tendencies to privilege these methods at the expense of other ways of knowing. The rational-empirical approach undoubtedly has its place; what should give us pause is the exclusive use of this tool.
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