
Writing Seminar: Nature Writing Welles 219-B
Fall 2019 Office Hours: TR 12:30-4:00,
Ken Cooper (5267; cooper@geneseo.edu) and by appointment

MANIFESTO
This course will consider 
nature writing from at least a 
couple of perspectives. The 
first is that, regardless of 
your interests, everything 
has an ecology: all the 
material world surrounding 
you, including the food that 
metabolizes to become your 
body. Writing becomes a 
process of discovery for our 
ecological connectedness. 
The other perspective is that the genre of nature writing dates back more than two centuries, emerging as a 
response to industrialization, and now is in desperate need of rethinking for our own era of climate change, 
digital spaces, and biotechnologies. Your writing will help contribute to that endeavor. Readings and projects 
for the class aim to make you a more innovative, rigorous, and self-reliant writer; regardless of anticipated 
major there will be ways to frame your work so as to transcend the dire logic of paper assignments.1

REQUIRED TEXTS
Readings posted to our course website on Canvas

EVALUATION
Our seminar is meant to encourage intellectual autonomy, creativity, and initiative. It depends upon active and 
considerate participation, whether in class discussion of assigned readings or in responding to the work of other 
participants. Because the work is focused upon writing, and secondarily upon selected texts relevant to that 
undertaking, there won’t be any exams over the material we cover; instead, most of your course grade will be 
determined by several projects and participation therein as follows: written work (65%), collaborative work 
(20%), class participation (15%).

SYLLABUS

8/27 Course introduction
8/29 Kimmerer, “Witness to the Rain”

9/3 Price, “13 Ways of Seeing Nature in L.A.”
9/5 Field trip: Greater Monroe Hall area (INTD 106 reflection due)

9/10 Writing groups
9/12 Pollan, “Taking Food Seriously”; Ketcham, “Urban Foraging” Project #1

9/17 Field trip: Milne Library 104
9/19 Byers, “Memories of Ice”; Caruso/Strong, “Craggy Gardens”;

Nature Writing class Fall 2018, “November Astrolabe”

1Image credit: Alexandra J Conway & Ryan K. Danby, “Cross-sectional representation of forest–grassland ecotones on the 
three topographic settings (flat terrain, north-facing slopes, south- facing slopes) examined in southwestern Yukon,” 
Canadian Journal of Forest Research 44.5 (Jan. 2015). 



9/24 McFarlane, “Generation Anthropocene”
9/26 Field Trip: Geneseo Arboretum
9/27 Ecology of Everyday Life essays due at 4:00 p.m. Project #2

10/1 Conferences
10/3 Conferences (INTD 106 reflection due)

10/8 Murray, “Internal Revision”
10/10 Kimmerer, “The Gift of Strawberries”

10/15 Fall Break
10/17 Writing Groups Project #3

10/22 Field Trip: Milne Library 104
10/24 Savoy, “Migrating in a Bordered Land” 

10/29 Fleischer, “Urban Geology”
10/31 Writing Groups

11/5 Carroll, “Nine Steps to Great Storytelling”
11/7 Writing Groups Project #5

11/12 Field Trip: Story Mapping
11/14 Grant, “The Mysterious Boundary” (INTD 106 reflection due)

11/19 Writing groups
11/21 Writing groups

11/26 Bourne, “Ten Simple Rules for Making Good Oral Presentations” Project #6
11/28 Thanksgiving

12/3 Kolbert, “The Fate of the Earth”
12/5 Kimmerer, “Shkitagen: People of the Seventh Fire” 

12/9 INTD 106 course closes

12/13 Presentations (12:00-1:30) Project #7



Project #1: Ecotones
In environmental science, ecotones have a specific meaning: they’re a transition zone between two biomes, as 
for example the forest-grassland ecotones diagrammed on our course syllabus. The transition might be 
gradual, or sharply demarcated; it requires careful observation to map that out. Your first writing assignment 
borrows a very loose conception of ecotones that asks you to write concretely and vividly about some 
transition zone. As with the sciences, close description of physical spaces will be crucial, but nature writing 
also asks you to include perceptions of the first-person observer. How does climbing a tree re-locate you in 
the landscape, both ecologically and emotionally? For your essay of about two pages, choose some transition 
zone and describe it as memorably as you can. It’s okay if this ecotone is a transition including human 
landscapes—for example, the weedy edge of a vacant lot—so long as you include description of the non-
human world. In framing your short essay as something more than just a straightforward description of some 
place, consider that the term eco(ology) + tone (from the Greek tonos, or tension) describes a place where 
different ecologies are in tension. Can that give your writing a sharper focus? On September 10, bring to 
class a paper copy of your work-in-progress; we’ll have a workshop where your writing group will help refine 
your essay ahead of its due date on September 12.

Project #2: Ecology of Everyday Life
This project is a more comprehensive, rigorous extension of what your first essay began: exploring 
unappreciated connections between modern society and the rest of creation. Your vehicle will be a single, 
well-chosen object from the human household; your undertaking is to explore its ecology in a creative and 
focused manner, so as to support some argumentative claim. For example, the hamburger you eat embodies 
very complex economic and cultural values; it’s a tangible point of contact between you and nature, although 
most people don’t usually think of it that way. The best projects will utilize innovative methods to break free 
from the tyranny of what we already know. Don’t just write about food; harvest a meal that you cook yourself. 
Or go a week without some familiar item, the better to understand its place in our society. It’s important to 
think about how a given object leads to particular, even unique topics that avoid clichés concerning nature, 
“sustainability,” etc. etc.—that is, a bicycle or a pair of shoes each approach ecologies of mobility in a 
distinctive manner. Recognize the possibilities embedded in a given object! Your project should make 
meaningful use of at least two research documents, to be discussed during a workshop on September 17. 
Your essay of about 4-5 pages is due at 4:00 p.m. on Friday, September 27.

Project #3: Revision
The week of September 30-October 4 is set aside for individual conferences to discuss your second essay in 
person, their purpose not so much grade-driven evaluation as a chance to focus upon the craft of revision. For 
this revised essay I expect substantive changes not just at the local level of word choice, grammar, and 
sentence structure, but also at the global level of overall conception, research, organization, and argument. 
Meaningful revision ultimately is grounded in writing so as to please yourself. We often arrive at our real 
topic near the end of a draft yet lack the time (or stamina) to re-make the essay as we know it should be—this 
is your opportunity! The due date for the revised essay is October 17.

Project #4: Blog Post
Your third audience—after me and your writing group—will be anyone reading the Tesla House webpage. 
Probably this will include prospective students and their parents wondering about life at Geneseo. But 
instead of a generic campus tour, or simply telling them about the college’s academic curriculum, let’s instead 
show them what that looks like. Hopefully something interesting! As you know, blogs are a relatively informal 
genre and therefore it’s fine to write in the first person. Just remember that your post will be framed within 
the context of a first-year seminar on nature writing...envision it as something like a snapshot created by 300 
words (or so). On September 3 we’ll create a schedule of posts throughout the semester.

Project #5: Bellwethers 
The two pieces we’re adding to this project are your use of a more extensive body of research and more 
formal argumentation—without neglecting the resources of nature writing like site-specific observation, 
personal connection to your subject, and eloquent writing. In logistical terms, your essay should a) be 
addressed to an intelligent general audience; b) advance a claim that matters; c) make meaningful use of at 
least two exhibit sources in its composition; and d) engage with at least one argument source. So as to avoid 



the possibility of your essay turning into a bleak “research paper” exercise, let’s write about something that 
matters: nature during our own moment of the Anthropocene. The title of this project alludes to an ecological 
(and rhetorical) device for understanding change by focusing upon an important indicator. To mention a 
couple of famous examples, polar bears often are used to evoke complex environmental issues in the arctic; 
the colony collapse disorder of bees allows us to think about the use of chemicals more concretely. I will 
emphasize that I don’t have any particular message in mind...a fatalistic, we’re-doomed argument isn’t the 
only conclusion. This 5-6 page essay is due on November 17.

Project #6: Story Map
One writing situation you’re likely to encounter after graduation, and perhaps even before then, is some type 
of collaboration. It’s complicated! The process can be frustrating and stressful; it also can be rewarding, and 
allows you to undertake projects a single person could not. During this semester an important function of 
your writing group will be to create a section of an ArcGIS “Story Map” our class will publish on Geneseo 
micro-locations: small, overlooked places newly appreciated through the lens of nature writing. Your work 
will encompass multiple levels...

—As class, we’ll brainstorm ideas for a nature writing / nature mapping project people would want 
to read, one that’s original and flexible enough for creative variety

—As a group, you’ll brainstorm ideas for your section of the Story Map, a framework that will 
connect the essays in some way: thematically, spatially, ecologically, etc.

—As an individual, you’ll contribute writing upon one particular place: approximately 250 words, 
with supporting photographs, documents, and video

A fuller description of this project and its workflow appears in the “Logistics” section of our Canvas course 
site. For now, suffice it to say that your contributions (and my evaluation of them) necessarily will include 
skills that are distinct from the individual academic essay—not least facilitating the best work of everyone 
involved. Your writing group’s section is due on November 26.

Project #7: Presentations
In lieu of a final exam, the public launch of our Story Map will take place at 12:00 p.m. on December 13. I’ll 
invite some academic and residence life dignitaries to hear more about this project; you’re welcome to invite 
friends looking for some good food. You’ll be introducing your subject to an audience that potentially doesn’t 
know much about it, and probably doesn’t know much about our course this semester. Organize your 
presentation around the process by which you discovered & developed the linked essays, perhaps with each 
group member integrating a few sentences of their writing into the presentation so as to seem natural. Each 
group should take no more than five minutes (=20 minutes as a whole), so that visitors will have a chance to 
give feedback and ask questions.



COLLEGE POLICIES

Academic Dishonesty: Don't even think about it! As in all Geneseo classes you are accountable to college 
guidelines for Student Academic Dishonesty, and this is an issue I take very seriously. If you use sources, you must 
acknowledge them; consult the MLA Handbook or this online guide for the proper format. When in doubt, please 
don't hesitate to check with me, or consider enrolling in Milne Library’s online plagiarism tutorial.

Accommodations:  SUNY Geneseo will make reasonable accommodations for persons with documented 
physical, emotional, or cognitive disabilities. Accommodations will be made for medical conditions related to 
pregnancy or parenting. Students should contact the Office of Disability Services 
(disabilityservices@geneseo.edu or 585-245-5112) and their faculty advisor to discuss needed 
accommodations as early as possible in the semester.

Safe Zone: College classrooms are places for students to test out new knowledge, 
opinions, and identities—where open-mindedness & learning how to respectfully 
disagree with one another are central to Geneseo’s purpose. I will do everything 
possible to foster the ideals of community & diversity. I am a participant in the Safe 
Zone program, which is a reflection of these values as they pertain to sexual diversity. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Students who have taken INTD 105 Writing Seminar will demonstrate:

1. The ability to read significant texts carefully and critically, recognizing and responding to argumentative 
positions.

2. The ability to write sustained, coherent, and persuasive arguments on significant issues that arise from the 
content at hand.

3. The ability to write clearly, following the conventions of Standard English.


