
South Dakota School of Mines and Technology 

 

ENGL 300:  The Literary Experience of Nature 

Spring 2018 

CB 330—TR 9:30 – 10:45 
 

Basic Course Information 

Instructor:  Dr. Christy Tidwell 

Office:   CB 312 

Office Hours:  11 am– 12 pm MWF, 8:30 – 9:30 TR, and by appointment 

Email:   christy.tidwell@sdsmt.edu 

 

Course Description & Goals: 

ENGL 300 is an interdisciplinary survey of writing about nature, examining the relationship between literary, 

cultural, and scientific perspectives. Prerequisite: Junior or senior standing.  

 

Though officially called The Literary Experience of Nature, this course is more accurately titled Environmental 

Literature, Film, & Culture. We will read literary texts reflecting on experiences of nature, but we will also 

examine films and other artifacts of popular culture for what they reveal about cultural values and fears related 

to nature. We will explore a variety of landscapes, consider animal lives, and analyze relationships between the 

humanities, political discourse, and scientific knowledge.  

 

In this course we will address the following general questions (or sets of questions): 

 

1. What is nature? What role do humans play in nature? What landscapes are natural?  

2. How do we respond to and treat the natural and/or nonhuman world?  

3. What kinds of stories do we tell about the natural and/or nonhuman world, and what are the 

consequences of these stories?  

4. How is the concept of nature deployed in discussions of topics like race, gender, sexuality, and 

disability, in addition to environmental conservation and legislation?  

 

We will attempt to answer these questions as we discuss nature/environment across a broad range of thematic 

and theoretical approaches. We will consider Puritan New England and the Alaskan wilderness; wild animals 

and companion species; pollution and environmental justice; dystopian futures, toxic horror stories, and 

Western romance. I hope that this range of approaches to nature and environment will introduce you all to new 

concepts, raise intriguing questions, and help you discover new ways of engaging with the nonhuman world.  

 

Required Texts: 

You will need all of the following for this course: 

 

Books: 

• Karen Joy Fowler, We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves 

• Grant Morrison, We3 

• Richard Misrach and Kate Orff, Petrochemical America 

• Samanta Schweblin, Fever Dream 

• Annie Proulx, Brokeback Mountain 

 

It will be easiest to follow along during discussion if we all have the same edition; however, having matching 

editions or formats is not required. For instance, if you would rather buy the (cheaper) ebook edition of Samanta 

Schweblin’s Fever Dream instead of the hardcover, or if you would rather wait and buy the paperback edition 

(due out March 6th, 2018), either option is fine, as long as you have the book in time to read it for class. 
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Movies: 

• The Witch, dir. Robert Eggers 

• Grizzly Man, dir. Werner Herzog 

• Jaws, dir. Steven Spielberg 

• Blackfish, dir. Gabriela Cowperthwaite 

• Okja, dir. Bong Joon-ho 

• Mad Max: Fury Road, dir. George Miller 

• Brokeback Mountain, dir. Ang Lee 

 

Please note that although we may look at selected scenes or shots from the assigned films in class, we will not 

watch them during class. You will be expected to watch them on your own time and to come to class prepared 

to discuss them; you are therefore responsible for renting, buying, or borrowing them yourself.  

 

Any other assigned texts will be provided via D2L as links or pdf files.  

 

Grading: 

Grade distribution for the class (on a 1000 point scale) is as follows: 

  

Conferences     40 

Participation     50 

Other work     100 

Creative project    100 

Notecards     150 

Short essays     210 

Final project     300 

Final report to the class   50 

 

Please be advised that it is your responsibility to retain all of your assignments until after you have received 

your final grade.  You cannot formally challenge a final grade if you do not have evidence of your work. 

 

Final grades are determined on the following scale:  

   

                       930-1000:  A 

                       850-929:  B 

                       770-849:  C 

                       690-769:  D 

                       0-689:   F 

  

Late Work Policy:   

No late work will be accepted. The due dates for all assignments are final. If you must miss class for a school-

sponsored event on the day an assignment is due, your work may be accepted at another time if you make 

arrangements with me ahead of time.  

 

Notecards: 

To ensure that you keep up with the assigned reading and viewing and come prepared to participate in class, 

you will bring a notecard to class every day (except the first day). Each notecard is worth five points and should 

include two elements: 

 

1. A quote from the reading or movie for the day or a description of a specific moment in the film 

that you want to talk about in class. You do not need to write out what you would say about it on the 

notecard (although you certainly can if you find it useful to do so), but you should be prepared to talk 



about why you chose that quote or description if you are called upon to do so in class, so think about 

what makes that particular quote/description interesting or meaningful and what you’d like to say about 

it. Be sure to include citation or location information for your chosen quote or moment (page number in 

a written text, time marker in film). 

2. A discussion question that you could ask the class. This question does not necessarily have to be 

about the quote or description from part one. It must go beyond asking about plot points and prompt 

discussion of the text’s ideas. It should be open-ended; if your question can be answered with a simple 

yes or no answer without any debate, or if there is a clear, factual right answer, it doesn’t really work as 

a discussion question. Conversely, although questions about the rest of the class’s feelings or 

experiences might sometimes get a discussion going and do not have a clear right answer, those 

questions do not focus enough on the assigned text. You want a question that is both interesting and 

open-ended but that is also rooted in the reading or viewing. Aim for questions that open up discussions 

of the meaning and significance of what we’re reading or watching, either on its own or in the larger 

context of the course or our culture.  

 

There are 29 days in the semester when you will be expected to turn in a notecard; to make the numbers work 

out right (for 150 points on notecards instead of 145), you will automatically get a free five points given to you 

as long as you turn in any notecards during the semester. Note: If you must miss class due to a school-

sponsored event, you may make up the points for the day’s notecard, but you may do so if and only if you 

let me know about your absence ahead of time. You may make up these points by bringing an additional card 

to either the class immediately before or after your absence. 

 

These notecards should be handwritten as neatly as possible. If you would prefer, you can turn in a typed 

version of your quote and discussion instead of writing by hand on a notecard, but you probably won’t need a 

whole sheet of paper for this, so a notecard will likely be more efficient. 

 

Short Essays: 

You will write seven short essay papers over the course of the semester. These essays will be due on 

approximately every other week (see schedule for dates), looking back on the previous section of the course’s 

reading, viewing, and discussions. They will provide an opportunity for you to develop your own ideas while 

incorporating ideas from the lecture and discussion in class and you will be expected to go into more depth than 

in the notecards or in off-the-cuff discussion as a result. Each short essay should be 1.5-2 pages in length 

(minimum) and is worth thirty points. I will post questions on D2L that you may respond to in your short 

essays; you will also have the option to develop your own ideas about the texts and discussions from the 

previous few days in your short essays.  

 

These short essays should develop specific and focused arguments that include evidence and thoughtful 

explanations of your reasoning. Your grade will not be based on grammar, mechanics, spelling, etc. (unless 

grammatical or other problems interfere with my understanding of your ideas), nor will it be based on whether 

or not I agree with your ideas about or interpretation of the text, but if your interpretation is built on a serious 

misunderstanding of the text that misunderstanding may affect your grade. Your grade will be based on whether 

or not you respond thoughtfully and engage with the text, raise intelligent questions (not limited to plot), make 

interesting connections, and generally respond in productive ways.  

 

All essays must be submitted in hard copy, and you must be present in class to turn them in. When you come to 

class, you should have a typed essay to turn in at the end of our session. Note: If you must miss class due to a 

school-sponsored event, you may turn in your essay on another date or in absentia, but you may do so if 

and only if you let me know about your absence ahead of time.  

  

Creative Project: 

For this assignment, you will be asked to do some creative work of your own in conversation with the texts, 

subgenres, and issues we will read and discuss in class. This three-part assignment requires you to 1) write your 



own original work that engages with the environment and our discussions of it, 2) describe the choices you as 

author have made to create this work, and 3) write a short essay analyzing the connections between your work 

and some of those we’ve studied in the course. More information about this assignment is provided on D2L.  

 

Final Project: 

Instead of a final exam, this class will feature a final project, which may take one of several shapes. You will 

develop your final project with me, during the required conferences, but you will do most of the actual work 

outside of class, on your own. You should start work on this relatively early in the semester so you have plenty 

of time to develop your ideas and do any activities required for your project; you do not want to try to do all of 

this at the end of the semester. Some options include the following:  

 

• Write a research paper (8-10 pages). Your research paper would build on the texts and discussions from 

the semester but would allow you to dig further into a particular issue you find interesting and develop 

your own analysis and/or argument.  

• Analysis of museum/gallery exhibit of art, natural history, or science. Your analysis will take the form 

of an essay (5-7 pages) that also describes the exhibit and makes connections with course 

texts/discussions. If possible, include images to illustrate your points and to share with the class.  

• Get involved with citizen science project(s). You might take part in an ongoing citizen science project, 

start your own, and/or analyze one project or a combination of projects on the same topic. This will be 

accompanied by brief essay (3-5 pages or 5-7 pages, depending on your approach) making connections 

with course texts/discussions.  

• Volunteer with a relevant organization over the course of the semester (not just in the last couple of 

weeks). This activity will be accompanied by a brief essay (3-5 pages) describing your activities and 

making connections with course texts/discussions. The amount of time you are required to volunteer will 

be determined in discussion with me.  

• Get involved with environmental politics. This activity will be accompanied by a brief essay (3-5 pages) 

describing your activities and making connections with course texts/discussions. The amount of time 

you are required to spend on this activity will be determined in discussion with me.  

• Take part in artistic or educational outreach (e.g., you might work with a local school or teacher to help 

get kids involved with environmental issues). This activity will be accompanied by a brief essay (3-5 

pages) describing your activities and making connections with course texts/discussions. The amount of 

time you are required to spend on this activity will be determined in discussion with me. 

 

I am also open to other ideas, but you must get my approval and discuss guidelines with me for projects not 

listed here. I want this project to be something that will allow you to get more actively involved in the issues of 

the course in a way that works for you. No matter which option you choose, you will develop a specific plan 

with me, write something to represent your work and turn in at the end of the semester, and present your 

ideas/work to the rest of the class during the scheduled final exam time. More details about the assignment 

options and the final report will be posted on D2L.  

 

Participation: 

Your active, informed participation is crucial to the success of this course. You should come to every class 

prepared to join in the discussion (the notecard assignment will help with this); I will call on people to join the 

discussion if necessary, but you should also be ready to join in voluntarily when you have something to 

contribute. Carefully prepare for each class period by doing the reading and watching the films in a rigorous and 

inquisitive manner. Look for connections between each text and others in the course; compare and contrast and 

apply ideas from discussion and lecture (before you come to class). Keeping your own journal or notebook 

would be very helpful as a way to organize your ideas and help you remember things (but this is not a required 

assignment). Every day that you come to class you should have something valuable to say. Your participation 

grade will be determined based on the following:  

 



1. Do you come to class? (This is the bare minimum for participation as you obviously cannot participate if 

you are not present.) 

2. Are you prepared for class?  

3. Do you speak up in class discussion, and are your contributions valuable?  

4. Do you participate in small group discussions, and are your contributions there valuable?  

5. Do you pay attention to and listen to others? Do you respect their ideas and their time?  

 

Valuable contributions – in whole class discussion and in small groups – are interesting and thoughtful and do 

not simply repeat what others have already said. They indicate that you have been paying attention to the 

conversation. They may take the form of statements in which you make connections or put forth an argument, 

but they may also be questions. You do not have to have the answers in order to contribute usefully to the 

conversation.  

 

I will provide each of you with brief feedback on how I am evaluating your participation at least once midway 

through the semester so that you can improve your participation performance if necessary. 

  

Attendance:  

I will take attendance every day, but no portion of your grade will be devoted to simple attendance and there 

will be no absolute penalties for missing class or arriving late in itself.  However, there will be other 

consequences for not attending class. You will not be able to submit a notecard or any other assigned work for 

the day, you will not be able to make up any missed points from graded in-class work, and, obviously, you will 

miss out on lectures and discussions that will help you better understand the texts and prepare for the major 

assignments of the course. Therefore, you should attend in order to receive the full benefit of the class. 

 

D2L: 

We will use D2L in this course. You can contact me through D2L (in addition to through my school email or in 

person) and I will share information with you via D2L. You will also be able to keep up with your grade in the 

course on D2L. Please check in on the course’s D2L page soon and regularly throughout the semester. It is your 

responsibility to keep up with activity on D2L as well as in class.  

 

Communication: 

I have provided you with my email so that you can contact me whenever you have a question. You can contact 

me via D2L as well. You can also stop by and see me in my office during my office hours if you have questions 

(or at any other time I may be there). 

 

Technology Policy: 

Research shows that we are not nearly as good at multitasking as we think we are and that multitasking 

decreases what students get out of class. More importantly, seeing others multitasking (specifically laptop use) 

decreases learning as well. Therefore, in order to give all students the best possible chance at succeeding, the 

course includes the following policies regarding technology: 

• If you are seated where others can see your laptop screen, either do not use your laptop or use it only 

in tablet mode to avoid becoming a distraction for others. Be especially mindful of the visual 

distraction of computers and phones when we are watching film clips in class. 

• All students may use laptops and other devices in any configuration during small group activities. 

In general, I am uninterested in policing your use of technology and if you choose not to pay attention, then that 

is your business. The only reason that this policy exists is to prevent your individual choice from negatively 

affecting nearby students who may be attempting to pay attention.  

 

Academic Integrity: 

The work you submit must be your own original work that has been written specifically for this course. 

Plagiarism is the presentation of another person’s work as your own, whether intentional or not. Copying or 

paraphrasing passages from another writer’s work without acknowledging that you have done so is plagiarism. 



Allowing another writer to write any part of your essay is plagiarism. Plagiarism is a serious offense. It is easily 

detected and will not be tolerated.  Students who violate School of Mines rules on scholastic dishonesty are 

subject to disciplinary sanctions. Since dishonesty harms the individual, all students, and the integrity of the 

School of Mines, policies on scholastic dishonesty will be strictly enforced.  Refer to the academic integrity 

section in the Mines catalog for more detailed information or come talk to me if you have any questions.  

 

The policy regarding plagiarism in this class is that a first offense will result in a failing grade for the relevant 

assignment; a second offense will result in failure of the course. These are serious consequences, so you should 

make sure to understand what constitutes plagiarism (come talk to me if you have questions) and to do your 

own work.   

 

Drop Policy: 

I will not and cannot drop anyone from the course.  It is your responsibility to execute drop procedures correctly 

and within the deadlines. If you stop attending class but do not officially drop the course you will receive an F. 

 

ADA Accommodation:  

Students with special needs or requiring special accommodations should contact the instructor and/or the 

campus ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) coordinator, Megan Reder-Schopp (at 394-6988 or 

megan.reder-schopp@sdsmt.edu) at the earliest opportunity. 

 

Freedom in Learning:   

Under Board of Regents and University policy, student academic performance shall be evaluated solely on an 

academic basis, not on opinions or conduct in matters unrelated to academic standards. Students should be free 

to take reasoned exception to the data or views offered in any course of study and to reserve judgment about 

matters of opinion, but students are still responsible for learning the content of any course of study for which 

they are enrolled. Students who believe that an academic evaluation is unrelated to academic standards but is 

related instead to judgment of their personal opinion should contact Dr. Demitris Kouris, the Provost and Vice 

President of Academic Affairs, to initiate a review of the evaluation. 

 

Student Learning Outcomes:    

Students will understand the diversity and complexity of the human experience through the study of the arts and 

the humanities.  As a result of this course, students will: 

1.  Demonstrate knowledge of diversity of values, beliefs, and ideas embodied in the human experience. 

 Assessment:  Students will: 

• Recognize the role of literature and film in reflecting and defining values, beliefs, and ideas about the 

environment through reading, analysis, and discussion of texts across a range of time periods. 

• Improve their comprehension of diverse values, beliefs, and ideas through exercises, quizzes, exams, 

instructor feedback, written assignments and essays, oral presentations, and the reading, analysis, and 

discussion of texts of various periods related to the environment. 

2.  Identify and explain basic concepts of the selected disciplines within the arts and humanities. 

 Assessment:  Students will: 

• Distinguish major movements or patterns in environmental literature and film through reading, 

discussion, and analysis of writers and texts of this period. 

• Improve their comprehension of representative environmental writers and movements through exercises, 

quizzes, exams, instructor feedback, written assignments and essays, oral presentations, and the reading, 

analysis, and discussion of environmental texts of various periods. 

3.  Identify and explain the contribution of other cultures from the perspective of the selected disciplines within 

the 

     arts and humanities. 

 Assessment:  Students will: 
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• Recognize the role of environmental literature and film in reflecting and defining diverse cultures 

through reading, analysis, and discussion of environmental writers and texts from the U.S. as well as 

from other cultures.  

• Improve their comprehension of the diverse cultures represented in environmental literature and culture 

through exercises, quizzes, exams, instructor feedback, written assignments and essays, oral 

presentations, and the reading, analysis, and discussion of texts of various periods. 

4.  Demonstrate creative and aesthetic understanding. 

 Assessment:  Students will: 

• Recognize some of the aesthetic principles that shape environmental works through the reading, 

analysis, and discussion of language in assigned texts. 

• Improve their comprehension of aesthetic principles that shape environmental literature and culture 

through exercises, quizzes, exams, instructor feedback, written assignments and essays, oral 

presentations, and the reading, analysis, and discussion of texts of various periods. 

5.  Explain and interpret formal and stylistic elements of the literary or fine arts. 

 Assessment:  Students will: 

• Recognize some of the formal and stylistic elements of environmental literature and film through 

reading, analysis, and discussion of environmental works from a range of periods. 

• Practice the art of writing about formal and stylistic elements of environmental literature and culture by 

using appropriate rhetorical strategies that match audience needs and assigned writing purpose. 

• Improve their comprehension of formal and stylistic elements of environmental literature and culture 

through exercises, quizzes, exams, instructor feedback, written assignments and essays, oral 

presentations, and the reading, analysis, and discussion of texts of various periods. 

 

  



Course Schedule 

(All dates and assignments subject to change.) 

 

Week 1 

 1/9:  syllabus; introduction to course; defining terms 

 1/11: Robert Turnage, “Ansel Adams: The Role of the Artist in the Environmental Movement” (1980)  

  Ansel Adams slideshows (check out all three)  

  Overview of (mostly U.S.) environmental politics and history  

 

Week 2 

 1/16:  William Bradford, “A Hideous & Desolate Wilderness” (1620)  

  Michael Wigglesworth, “God’s Controversy with New-England” (1662) 

  Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Young Goodman Brown” (1846) 

 1/18:  The Witch, dir. Robert Eggers (2015) 

 

Week 3 

 1/23: Algernon Blackwood, “The Willows” (1907) 

 1/25:  Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” (1894)   

 

Week 4 

 1/30: Jack London, “To Build a Fire” (1908)  

  Theodore Roosevelt, excerpts from The Wilderness Hunter (1905) 

Short essay 1 due 

 2/1: Grizzly Man, dir. Werner Herzog (2005) 

 

Week 5 

 2/6:  William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness”  

  Chase Twichell, “City Animals” (1996)  

  Larry Levis, “The Oldest Living Thing in L.A.” (1997)  

  Reginald Gibbons, “The Affect of Elms” (1990)  

 2/8:  Val Plumwood, “Surviving a Crocodile Attack” (1996) 

  Robinson Jeffers, “Vulture” (1954) 

  Richard O’Connell, “Shoal of Sharks” (2001) 

Rachel Poliquin, excerpt from The Breathless Zoo: Taxidermy and the Cultures of Longing  

(2012) 

 

Week 6 

 2/13: Jaws, dir. Steven Spielberg (1975) 

Short essay 2 due 

 2/15: Blackfish, dir. Gabriela Cowperthwaite (2013) 

 

Week 7  

 2/20: Karen Joy Fowler, We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves (2014) 

 2/22: We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves 

 

Week 8  

 2/27: We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves 

 3/1: Okja, dir. Bong Joon-ho (2017) 

  Short essay 3 due 

 

SPRING BREAK 

 



Week 9 

 3/13: Grant Morrison, We3 (2004) 

 3/15: Tom Vanderbilt, “The CIA’s Most Highly-Trained Spies Weren’t Even Human” (2015)  

  Donna Haraway, excerpt from When Species Meet (2008)  

 

Week 10 

 3/20: Rachel Carson, “Silent Spring – I” (1962)  

Short essay 4 due 

 3/22: Terry Tempest Williams, “The Clan of One-Breasted Women” (1989) 

  Lincoln Anthony Blades, “What You Should Know about Environmental Racism” (2015)  

  Environmental Justice Atlas – browse the map and pick out at least one instance to focus on 

 

Week 11 

 3/27:  Richard Misrach and Kate Orff, Petrochemical America (2014) 

 3/29: Petrochemical America 

  Short essay 5 due 

 

Week 12 

 4/3: Samanta Schweblin, Fever Dream (2017) 

 4/5: Fever Dream 

 

Week 13 

 4/10: Mad Max: Fury Road, dir. George Miller (2015) 

 4/12: Fury Road   

Short essay 6 due 

 

Week 14 

 4/17: Eli Clare, “Meditations on Natural Worlds, Disabled Bodies, and a Politics of Cure” (2014) 

 4/19: Annie Proulx, Brokeback Mountain (1997) 

 

Week 15 

 4/24: Brokeback Mountain, dir. Ang Lee (2005) 

Creative project due 

 4/26: Stacy Alaimo, “Eluding Capture: The Science, Culture, and Pleasure of ‘Queer’ Animals” (2016) 

Bruce Bagemihl, excerpt from Biological Exuberance: Animal Homosexuality and Natural  

Diversity (2000) 

Short essay 7 due 

  

Finals Week: Day/time of final exam TBA – final project and final report due during final exam time.  

 

Note: The university schedules the final exams. Please make your travel plans accordingly.  

 

  


