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 Course Description 

Humanity’s often destructive relationship to nature raises a wide array of pressing ethical questions. Is it morally wrong to cause the extinction of species? To pollute or destroy ecosystems? To alter global climate? To deprive future generations of the opportunity to appreciate natural beauty or the use of some natural resource? If so, what are the grounds for saying so? Do some natural objects have value beyond their usefulness to human beings? If not, what could be the point of preserving parts of nature useless to us? Does appreciation of natural beauty, for instance, have a special role to play in human well-being? This course will engage these questions through readings by Aldo Leopold, Paul Taylor, J. Baird Callicott, and others. We will also consider the meaning and significance of ideas like sustainability and how access to environmental goods can be justly distributed among human beings. 

Course Objectives 
By this course's end students should: 

1. Be familiar with the major philosophical issues and theories concerning the ethics of humanity's relationship to nature. 

2. Be able to analyze philosophical arguments and think critically about ethical issues. 

3. Be able to compose a compelling argumentative essay. 

4. Be able to participate in meaningful exchange with others about the resolution of environmental problems. 

Required Texts:
Donald VanDeVeer and Christine Pierce, The Environmental Ethics and Policy Book, 3rd ed., Thomson Wadsworth. 

Lisa H. Newton et al., Watersheds 4: 10 Cases in Environmental Ethics, Thomson Wadsworth. 

Various texts on ANGEL.
Course Requirements: Students should be prepared for engaged, civil discussion on the forums and in their assignments by carefully reading the articles, taking notes and having asked either the forum or myself any initial questions.  Be prepared to engage in complex and controversial discussions with an open mind and respectful demeanor.  All students should feel both safe and comfortable in this class.  Expect to honestly and critically assess your own beliefs and how they may contribute to maintaining environmentally hazardous practices.  

RCE’s: Reading comprehension exercises (15%): Exercises of 4-10 fixed response questions intended to gauge your comprehension of the readings. There will be one-three short RCEs due every week. Questions for the exercises are taken from the readings and presentations; in many weeks, you will be provided with a weekly study and review guide sheet in advance.  Fill out the sheet as you read and listen to the lectures, then do the exercises to see how you've done. These exercises will also help you prepare for comprehension and retention tests. 

Comprehension and retention tests (20%):  Tests of 10-20 mostly fixed response questions about the week’s material. Sometimes there will be one or two short answer essay questions. There will be tests during weeks 1, 2, 4, 5, and 7. Tests are timed and are available to you from midnight Friday to 11:59 pm. You have 60 minutes to complete them, after which time the test will be automatically submitted whether you have finished or not. Test questions will be randomly selected from a question pool and different students may get different tests.
Discussion boards (30%): During weeks 1-6 you will be required to actively participate in discussions about environmental problems. Active participation is expected every week.  Active participation includes visiting the discussion forum several times throughout the week, posting and responding to the questions there, and engaging in dialogue in various different roles throughout the semester (discussant, commentator, facilitator, etc.). 
· Short Position Pieces (5%): Twice you will be asked to post a short position piece (between 250 and 500 words) about some environmental issue (oil spills, for example). These short position pieces will be assigned to you.  If you are not a discussant in any particular week you will need to respond to at least one short position piece as a commentator. Discussants will then reply to comments. The point of this assignment is to practice articulating and defending a controversial position through reasoned arguments, responding to critical feedback, and deliberating with others about how to resolve environmental problems.
· Reading Inquiries (5%):  As a part of your participation grade you will also be expected to post two reading inquiries designed to judge your overall comprehension of the material covered in our readings and your level of personal reflection on that material.
Participation in online discussion is an essential part of this course and students are expected to read and respond (Reply) to discussion threads or messages with “substantive postings.”  Your discussion should add to the topic. Statements of agreement in response to a topic or a peer response demonstrate a lack of substantive content and should be avoided; that is, your postings should be thorough and thoughtful.  Just posting an “I agree” or “Good Point” is not an adequate response.  Instead, explain your reasoning as to why you might agree or disagree with an idea.  Don’t be afraid to hypothesize ideas; in fact, that can be more effective than asserting explicit and irrevocable ideas.  Be sure to back up your ideas with specific evidence from the texts – cited with page numbers as much as possible.  Do not be reluctant to constructively challenge and test each other’s ideas, assumptions, and reasoning (including your own and mine).

All participants should maintain a professional attitude and manner of discussion. While spirited debate is encouraged, unprofessional behavior is not. Often times, words come across “more directly and harshly” in this written form of communication, since there are no facial gestures, expression or tone of voice to help convey your message fully. Your contributions should not be overly negative or personal in nature. 

In the end, synthesis and evaluation are only possible when we engage in a true dialogue that genuinely considers differing viewpoints, and that can only happen in a sustained way when we are willing to converse: not pose a question or comment and leave it to others, but to keep coming back to the idea, twisting and turning it and reexamining it.
Rubric for Assessing Forum Participation:
	
	0-1.5 Deficient
	1.5-3.5 Emergent
	3.5-4.5 Competent
	4.5-5  Proficient

	Participation Quality:

Civil 

Constructive, 

Rigorous


	Participation doesn’t engage in the discussion much or in much depth, does not relate comments directly to the texts,  or presents comments without much civility or is presented without much rigor; doesn’t help others and self to develop ideas.
	Participation is somewhat civil (responds to each other without blatant disrespect); somewhat constructive, (sometimes helps others and self develop their own ideas but other times tends to primarily repeat or affirm previous comments) and/or somewhat rigorous (occasionally challenges ideas or presents new ideas but tends to repeat ideas already stated; occasionally backs up ideas with specific quotations and summaries with page references), but needs to be more so, in order to better help others and self to develop ideas.
	Participation is civil, (responds to each other with courtesy and respect); constructive (helps others and self develop their own ideas), generally rigorous (often challenges ideas constructively; often backs up ideas with specific quotations and summaries with page references from the readings, proposes some new ideas). 
	Participation is very civil, (responds to each other with courtesy and respect even in disagreement); constructive, (helps others and self develop their own ideas); and rigorous (frequently challenges ideas constructively; nearly always backs up ideas with specific quotations and summaries with page references from the readings, proposes new ideas and fresh perspectives).

	Participation Frequency
	(0-1); postings are too brief or too rare to move the participation forward, or are posted too late in the week to be part of the week’s discussion. 
	A few postings (1-2), postings are rather brief, postings are infrequent (posted once or twice), or posted primarily in the last days of the week’s forum, rather too late in the week to be very helpful.    
	Several postings (3 or 4 ) a few times (2-3 times) through the week to a several topics in sufficient length (several sentences) in your group board.
	Numerous postings (6+ in the part. group board) posted several times throughout the week (3+), to several topics and questions, and does so in depth (several sentences to a paragraph).


Final Essay (20%):  One argumentative essay of 1200 to 1800 words (or 4-6 pages) will be assigned during Week 6 and due at the start of Week 7. As part of the assignment you will be required to read a scholarly work on your own and share your analysis of it with the class.  Because good argumentative essay writing is a process, you will also be required to evaluate your work on this essay. More detailed information about the essay will be available on ANGEL.
Surveys (5%):   There may be a number of short surveys throughout the semester.  Completing these in a timely manner will in part count towards these last percentage points.  
Grading Scale 
Typical scale, i.e. 100-90 = 4.0, 89-85 = 3.5, 84-80 = 3.0, 79-75 = 2.5, 74-70 = 2.0, 69-65 = 1.5, 64 - etc. 

Grade Definitions:
 [4.0] Outstanding. Work displays thorough mastery of material, exceptionally good writing, and genuine engagement with the subject-matter. This grade is reserved for those students who attain the highest levels of excellence in thought and scholarship.


[3.5] Good. Work displays accurate understanding of the material; writing is clear and free of mechanical errors.

[3.0] Fair. Work displays basic grasp of material, though there may be the occasional misunderstanding or inaccuracy. Writing quality acceptable.

[2.5-0] Marginal or unacceptable. Work displays a grasp of the material barely adequate for credit, quality of work indicates lack of effort or aptitude, assignments not complete or assignments unworthy of credit. 
Course Work Policy: All course work must be turned on time.  Late work will be accepted if and only if accompanied by a medical excuse or funeral program.

Attendance/Participation: You are expected to be online, participating in the forums at least as often as you would be in class for a traditional classroom setting.  

Communication: I will send weekly email updates through Angel, so it is very important that you check your MSU e-mail on a regular basis. Likewise, I would also expect that you check our Angel class site on a regular basis. 

When sending me an email message that does not originate in Angel, please indicate the course and section number in the subject line and sign your name within the body of the message, so that I know with whom I am corresponding. If it is an urgent message, please also include the words “help” in the subject line. Based on the sheer volume of email I receive every day, this will help me to give priority to urgent messages from my students. During the work week (Monday – Friday) I will usually try to check my email several times during the day (prior to 5 pm). I also often check my email during the weekend. However, do not expect that I will always return email messages on the weekend.

If you have an urgent concern or are unable to get a quick response via email, please feel free to call or text me at (616)826-6744.
Academic Integrity: Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated in this class. This includes all forms of plagiarism, cheating, and knowingly assisting others in either of these. When you cheat, you are lying to your professor and the university, and stealing from other students who have earned their grades. I will follow the university’s Academic Integrity Policy in all such matters. Specifically, if you are found to be guilty of academic dishonesty, you will receive a penalty grade (0 on the assignment; if more than 1 student is involved in the offense, e.g., one student attempts to share exam questions or answers with another student, all students involved will receive a 0 on the test), I will submit a report to the dean of your program (which will stay in your electronic folder), and you will be required to attend a course on academic integrity. You will also face the possibility of further disciplinary action (such as failing the class, suspension from the class, your program, or the university). This policy will be applied as of the first offense; no warnings are issued. More information about MSU’s academic integrity policy may be found at https://www.msu.edu/unit/ombud/honestylinks.html. In order to avoid any unfortunate misunderstandings, it is your responsibility always to include in your written work and oral presentations proper references to any and all secondary sources that you have cited or consulted, including web pages. If in doubt, consult with me before submitting your work. 
Technical Difficulties: In the event of technical difficulties, students are expected to follow the procedure detailed in the Orientation materials (“Policy and Procedure for Technical Difficulties”). The professor will only take account of “technical difficulties” if the student has followed this procedure (which will be documented by the ANGEL Helpline staff). 
Students with Disabilities: Michigan State University is committed to providing equal opportunity for participation in all programs, services and activities. Requests for accommodations by persons with disabilities may be made by contacting the Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities at 517-884-RCPD or on the web at rcpd.msu.edu. Once your eligibility for an accommodation has been determined, you will be issued a verified individual services accommodation (“VISA”) form. Please send me this form at the start of the term or not later than two weeks prior to the accommodation date (test, project, etc). Requests received after this date cannot be guaranteed accommodation, but will be honored whenever possible. 

Tentative Schedule: This schedule is subject to revision, including assignment dates, based upon the pace of the class.  It is your responsibility to know of these changes.  

Week 1:
May 15 – May 20

see module one on Why Care? for assignments, due dates, and further expectations


Read: 
(1) syllabus carefully, Course Policies, RCE Guidelines (“Start Here” folder)
(2) (ANG): Pinchott, ‘The Birth of “Conservation,”’
(3)(ANG): Muir, ‘A Voice for Wilderness’ 

(4) EEPB (V:40): Sagoff, ‘At the Shrine of Our Lady of Fatima’ 

Assignments: 

RCE: syllabus, workload, and policy questions due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 1 A due Thursday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 1 B due Thursday, by 11:59 pm


TEST: WK 1 (Comprehension and Retention Test) due Saturday, by 11:59 pm
Week 2:
May 21 –May 27

see module two on Nonanthropocentric Ethics for assignments, due dates, and further 

expectations
Read: 
(1) EEPB (III:15): Singer, ‘Animal Liberation,’ 
(2) EEPB (III:16): Regan, ‘The Case for Animal Rights’ 
(3) EEPB (IV:24): Taylor, ‘The Ethics of Respect for Nature’ 

(4) (ANG): Taylor, Respect for Nature, Ch. 6, ‘Competing Claims & Priority…' 
(5) EEPB (IV:25): Leopold, ‘The Land Ethic’ 
Assignments: 

RCE: WK 2 A due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 2 B due Thursday, by 11:59 pm


TEST: WK 2 due Saturday, by 11:59 pm
Week 3:
May 28 – June 3

see module three on Responses to Nonanthropocentrism for assignments, due dates, and 

further expectations


Read:
(1)  (ANG): Davion, ‘Itch Scratching, Patio Building, and Pesky Flies’

(2) (ANG): Kawall, ‘On Behalf of Biocentric Individualism’

(3) (ANG): Norton, ‘Why I am not a Nonanthropocentrist’

Assignments: 
MIDWAY FEEDBACK: due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm

RCE: WK 3 A due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 3 B due Thursday, by 11:59 pm
Week 4:
June 4 – June 10

see module four on Sustainability and Agricultural Ethics for assignments, due dates, and 

further expectations


Read:

(1) EEPB (V:61): Solow, ‘Sustainability: An Economist’s Perspective’ 

(2) EEPB (V:62): Gooden, ‘Sustainability’ 

(3) EEPB (VI:69): Pollan, ‘A Plant’s Eye View of the World’ 

(4) (ANG): Thompson and Hannah, ‘Food and Agricultural Biotechnology’ 
Assignments: 

RCE: WK 4 A due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 4 B due Thursday, by 11:59 pm


TEST: WK 4 due Saturday, by 11:59 pm
Week 5:
June 11 – June 17

see module five on Climate Change and Individual Responsibility for assignments, due 

dates, and further expectations


Read:

(1) (ANG): Gardiner, ‘Ethics and Global Climate Change’ 

(2) (ANG): Sinnott-Armstrong, ‘It’s Not My Fault’ 
Assignments: 
RCE: WK 5 A due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 5 B due Thursday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 5 C due Thursday, by 11:59 pm


TEST: WK 5 due Saturday, by 11:59 pm
Week 6:
June 18 – June 24

see module six on Reexamining Problems and Integrating Solutions for assignments, due dates, and further expectations


Read: 
(1) (ANG) Norton, ‘Removing Barriers to Integrative Solutions’ 

(2) (ANG) Plumwood, ‘Paths Beyond Human-Centeredness’
(3) EEPB (VII:95): Foreman, ‘Strategic Monkeywrenching’ 

(4) (ANG): Martin, ‘Ecosabotage and Civil Disobedience’ 
Assignments: 
RCE: WK 6 A due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 6 B due Thursday, by 11:59 pm


You should be making significant progress on your final essay this week.
Week 7:
June 25 – June 28

see module seven on Environmental Justice and Activism for assignments, due dates, and 

further expectations


Read:
(1) (ANG) Shrader-Frechette, ‘Distributive Justice, Participative Justice…’

(2) (ANG) Cole and Foster, ‘We Speak for Ourselves’
(3) (ANG) Wenz, ‘Just Garbage’

Assignments: 
RCE: WK 7 A due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm


RCE: WK 7 B due Tuesday, by 11:59 pm 
TEST: WK 7 due Thursday, by 11:59 pm

Final Essay: due Thursday, by 11:59 pm
