
Introduction to Environmental Studies (381:101)
Spring 2021
Online, Asynchronous

Professor: Nate Gabriel, PhD
Email: nategab@geography.rutgers.edu
Office: Lucy Stone Hall B246 (though I will not generally be available there)
Zoom Office Hours: Wednesday 9-11am or by appointment

Course Assistant: Gubad Ibadoghlu
Email: gubad.ibadoglu@rutgers.edu

All course materials are available on Canvas

Course Description and Objectives
 
The global coronavirus pandemic, hurricane Sandy in New Jersey, and droughts and fires in California 
and Australia are a few examples of recent, high-profile events that demonstrate fundamental 
connections and interdependencies between human and natural systems. Human choices and actions 
fundamentally transform, and are transformed by, environmental processes, with critical implications 
for ecosystem and human health, prospects for maintaining secure livelihoods, the equitable 
distribution of resources, and long-term sustainability. In this introductory environmental studies 
course, students will gain a foundation in the constitutive fields of environmental studies through a 
review of biophysical, social science, and humanities-based understandings of the environment.

Through lectures and class discussions, we will examine different framings of human-environment 
interactions, environmental history, physical environmental processes, natural resource-based 
livelihood systems, environmental justice and identity-based rights claims, and systems of global 
governance. The course will demonstrate the value of taking an integrated, interdisciplinary approach 
to a wide range of contemporary environmental challenges such as climate change, deforestation, urban
development, and loss of biodiversity. Students will end the course having gained a greater degree of 
environmental ‘literacy’: an awareness, appreciate, and understanding of the interdependent 
relationship between the social and natural worlds.

This course satisfies a 21st Century Challenges [21C] requirement. By the end of this course, students 
will be able to analyze a contemporary global issue from a multidisciplinary perspective.

Required Text

There is no required text for this course. All course materials will be available on Canvas.

Required Technology

Because this course will be taught entirely online this Fall, you are required to have access to:



• an internet connection (a cell phone connection may suffice most of the time, but you may need 
broadband access during quizzes and the final exam because it’s faster and more stable)

• a computer, on which you are allowed to install software (specifically, the Respondus 
Lockdown Browser). This must be either:
◦ a Windows PC (running Windows 7, 8, or 10) or
◦ a Mac (running OSX, the typical Mac operating system)
◦ Unfortunately, the Respondus Browser is not compatible with Linux, Chrome OS 

(Chromebooks), tablets, or cell phones. I have chosen not to enable iPads for taking exams, 
because of technical concerns.

◦ DO NOT download and install this software from any source other than Canvas, because it 
may not work. I will send instructions before the first exam.

• Some means of converting a physical document into a digital one (a phone with a camera works
well; a scanner will too)

Additional Technology Notes

I will reduce the file size of course materials as much as possible, and plan to offer lectures in both 
standard-resolution and low-resolution formats. All of these will be available as downloadable files 
(rather than streaming). This way, even if you have limited access to the internet, you may be able to 
access materials by tethering your laptop to a cellular internet connection without straining data limits 
(except possibly during exams, which may require a faster internet connection).

Furthermore, in the event that Canvas or other Rutgers digital infrastructure becomes overtaxed, the 
lectures and other materials for this course will be available at nategabriel.com under the ‘Current 
Courses’ tab. Assignment submission, exams, and grades will still only be available via Canvas, as per 
Rutgers policy. nategabriel.com will serve only as a mirror for static course materials, but will be 
helpful in the event of another Zoom or Canvas crash.

Please also note that I have taken care in choosing the Respondus Browser for this course. I am 
strongly opposed to the invasive surveillance of students, and I feel that Respondus balances my 
responsibility to ensure fairness and the importance of respecting student privacy. The software should 
not require access to a webcam or microphone, nor do you need either of those to take this course.

Assessment

ASSIGNMENT  WEIGHT  QTY  TOTAL  
Group reaction papers 5% each 5 25%
Quizzes 20% each 2 40%
Final Exam 20% 1 20%
Observation Journals 15% 1 15%
Independent Reading Special (see below)

Quizzes and Final Exam

There are two quizzes and one final exam in this course. These will cover lectures, readings, and other 
assigned material, with an emphasis on the lectures. Because they are designed to challenge your 
analytical ability and your ability to synthesize information, rather than your ability to recite material, 
you should focus on understanding concepts and trends, rather than memorizing facts. Quizzes will 
consist of 20 multiple-choice questions designed to assess basic learning of concepts as well as 



synthetic thinking. Quizzes will be timed (40 minutes), but there will be a 24-hour window in which to 
take them (see the schedule below for dates). The final exam will be longer, and more time will be 
allowed to complete it.

Unlike the quizzes, which only cover material from their respective sections of the course, the final will
include both new material (from the third section of the course) as well as older material from the 
previous two quizzes.

In case anyone is curious, the quiz/exam interface will serve up exam questions in random order, with 
answers for each question also in random order.

Reaction paper grades

Five times during the semester, you are required, as part of a group of other students, to write a reaction
paper that connects lecture material and course readings. Each group will submit a single paper in 
response to a prompt, written in a “single voice”. The goal of these assignments is to make connections 
across the readings and lecture material to broader themes of the course. Reaction papers should be 
between 400 and 700 words, double-spaced, and in 12-point font (Times New Roman). In the 
heading of each paper, include all group-member names, details about whether each group member 
contributed to the paper, a descriptive title, and a word count. Finally, while you do not have to consult 
sources outside of those given in class, you may if you wish. If you do, be sure to fully cite your 
sources using APA style for both in-text citations and your reference list/bibliography. For examples of 
citations in APA style, please see https://www.library.cornell.edu/research/citation/apa. You do not have
to provide citations (aside from indications in your text) of materials assigned in this course. 
References and headings are NOT included in word count.

Groups will be assigned randomly by the instructor. Because of the unique circumstances imposed by 
the online format this semester, many groups will contain members residing in distant time zones from 
each other. It is therefore the responsibility of each group to develop a means of communication and 
work-sharing that works for all members of the group and enables the group to share the workload 
equitably. I recommend at least one face-to-face meeting via Zoom, and a real-time collaborative 
platform like Google Docs. Each group must submit a single reaction paper via Canvas by the due date 
listed in the schedule on the last page of this document. Only students who participate fully will receive
credit. I will of course have to rely on groups to let me know whether a group member is not 
participating fully, and groups must attempt to resolve differences among themselves before coming to 
me.

These essays will be assessed (graded) according to the degree to which they grapple directly with the 
question, explore its nuances, and take a clear (if nuanced) position. Essays that are written piecemeal 
and lack coherence will receive low grades. (In other words, assigning one paragraph per person is not 
the best strategy.)

Observation Journals

Environmental literacy depends, among other things, on one’s sensitivity to the environment around us.
As we learn to notice the world around us, we come to understand it. Understanding is not possible if 
we don’t pay attention. But an observation without contemplation has no context for understanding. On
the other hand, contemplation without observation is just “navel-gazing”. The skilled observer 

https://www.library.cornell.edu/research/citation/apa


combines a practiced ability to pay attention and to contemplate the (e.g. moral, ethical, scientific) 
significance of what is being observed.

During the semester, students are expected to keep “observation journals” of things they notice about 
the socionatural world. These journals must be deliverable as a single PDF document. The original 
document may be hand-written (preferred) or typed (allowed), but will contain observations and 
musings. You may choose to keep a Moleskine-style notebook, a cheap Composition Book you can buy
at the dollar store, or (if you must) a digital notebook. The journals will contain both text and images 
(drawings, photographs) that are generated by the student (not gleaned from the internet) from 
throughout the semester. They may contain as many entries as the student wishes (though many will be 
assigned and are required, see below). Ideally, your journal would be something you carry with you and
jot down notes throughout the days and weeks as things occur to you. Entries need not be limited to 
specific coursework or readings (but should be limited to environment-related concerns; also, this 
should not be the same notebook that you use to take notes for class). The final journal should be 
converted to a single PDF file using a smartphone app or a scanner, and submitted to Canvas.

Otherwise, how you approach the assignment to ‘observe’ is up to you. Some observers keep careful 
records of specific data – numbers of things (like birds or insects), time of day, location, temperature, 
etc. Others take a more qualitative or even impressionistic approach to observing the world around 
them, focusing on the behavior of an individual organism or group, or of a more generalized process. 
Each leads to particular kinds of insights that the other doesn’t. Furthermore, such observations and 
contemplations inevitably lead to questions, and you are encouraged to treat your journals as a record 
of questions that arise during the course of your observation practice. Some students may even be 
driven to pursue answers, but be warned! Seeking answers often misses the point of asking the 
question, and too often we rush to find answers before stopping to think whether the question is worth 
asking to begin with. In this assignment, the aim is to practice noticing and paying attention, and 
perhaps to ask good questions. Seeking answers, except on occasion through further observation, 
should hardly come into the picture at all. If you find yourself turning to Google over and over again, 
you might be missing the point of the assignment.

In addition to any other entries you make in your journal, there are several “assigned entry” activities 
that you must complete (and which are listed in the schedule below; further details provided for each 
when the assignment is posted). In the final document submitted, these assigned entries must be easily 
identifiable, and the first page of the journal must contain a table of contents with page numbers for 
assigned entries.

As stated above, handwritten journals are preferred, since this better accommodates drawings, quick 
notes jotted down “in the field”, and so on, but hand-written journals must be legible, at least for 
assigned entries (field notes are another matter). Digital devices tend to draw the observer into 
themselves and out of the real world.

How Will I Grade Journals?

In general, journal entries will probably contain a mix of specific details about observed phenomena, 
discussion or musing on how the phenomena relate to course materials, and personal reflections and 
reactions. Grading of journals will focus on the level of care the student puts into the journals – at a 
minimum, assigned entries must contain evidence of careful observation and contemplation of 
things that are somehow related to the class. These journals will be assessed (graded) according to 
the amount of care you have put into observation. Therefore, careful observation must be evident in 



the journal entries. This can take many forms, including text, drawings, diagrams, lists, and so on. 
They must be converted to clear scans/photographs, and submitted as a single PDF at the end of the 
semester. There is no length requirement, but very short entries are unlikely to contain much evidence 
of careful observation.

Journals will earn an A if they show strong evidence of careful observation and reflection in every 
entry. They will also likely contain evidence of a changed perspective over time, or an increasing 
appreciation of the importance of careful observation. Journals must also, at a minimum, contain every 
assigned entry.

Finally, in addition to all the other entries, the journal must contain a table of contents at the 
beginning, and a concluding essay that speaks to entire collection of observations from throughout 
the semester, especially their significance for the field of Environmental Studies. Concluding essays 
must be no less than 1000 words. Such conclusions will take many forms. Some will provide a straight-
forward summation of the work completed, and perhaps try to draw some conclusions about how all of 
the activities reflected in the journal relate to one another. Others will explore the (moral, intellectual, 
spiritual) effects of the practice of journaling on the observer (student) during the semester. Still others 
might comment on the importance of observation itself on our understanding of human-environment 
relationships. Whatever form they take, these final essays must provide some ‘global’ commentary on 
the journal as a whole. Beyond that, I can’t tell you what they’ll say because I don’t know this 
assignment will do to you.

Independent Readings

Finally, becoming literate in any subject requires independent investigation. As a means of deepening 
your engagement with the material in the course, you are required to select and read in its entirety one 
book from a list of recent (and some classic) popular and academic texts, to be found toward the end of 
this document. While there's no specific assignment to go with it, beyond checking in once or twice 
during the semester, students are expected to draw from the text they choose to inform other written 
work (including reaction papers and observation journals).

Late Work

Given the unprecedented circumstances we are currently facing, it seems inevitable that problems will 
arise in completing the work for this course on time. If some condition or set of circumstances prevents
you from completing the work in this course by the due dates listed, I ask that you contact me no more 
than a week following cessation of the conditions that led you to miss a deadline. Depending on the 
circumstances, I may ask for some kind of documentation of this, though some excused absences will 
only be able to be documented with a written explanation delivered by email. I only ask that you 
contact me as soon as possible to resolve any problems.

Of course, students will never be asked to divulge private information in documenting the reasons for 
missing deadlines.



Grading Scale

The grading scale in this class is pretty much what everyone is used to. Note that grades will not be 
rounded or negotiated.

90 – 100 A
85 – 89 B+
80 – 84 B
75 – 79 C+
70 – 74 C
60 – 69 D
0 – 59 F

Departmental Learning Goals:

This course satisfies the Environmental Literacy learning goal for the Environmental Studies Program. 
Students who complete the course will understand and be able to articulate, both orally and in writing, 
the core principles, concepts, and theories that form the field’s interdisciplinary foundation in the 
humanities, social sciences and natural sciences.

Core Curriculum Learning Goals:

This course also satisfies the Our Common Future (CCO) requirement. By the
end of this course, students will be able to analyze a contemporary global issue
from a multidisciplinary perspective.

Important Details

I  ntellectual Property  

Lectures and other materials in this course are protected by United States copyright laws as well as 
Rutgers University policy. As the instructor of this course, I possess sole copyright ownership of 
recorded lectures, exams, and other documents created for this course. Under no other circumstances 
are you allowed to distribute any of the materials associated with this course to any internet site, similar
information-sharing platform, or any individual (except another student enrolled in this class) without 
my express written consent. Doing so is a violation of the law and of the university’s Academic 
Integrity Policy.

Rutgers Academic Integrity Policy

Students are expected to understand and to act in accordance with the Rutgers Academic Integrity 
Policy:

• http://nbacademicintegrity.rutgers.edu/home-2/academic-integrity-policy  

To paraphrase, while students are encouraged to make extensive use of others’ work, this must always 
be done within established guidelines and policies. Essentially, when you use someone else’s words 
exactly, these must be in quotes with an appropriate citation. When you paraphrase someone else’ ideas,

http://nbacademicintegrity.rutgers.edu/home-2/academic-integrity-policy


you must clearly identify that this is so using consistent citation practices. Failing to do so is a serious 
offense and will result in serious repercussions, including failure of the course, academic probation, 
and expulsion. Ignorance of relevant policies and guidelines does not excuse such offenses.

Violations include: cheating, fabrication, plagiarism, denying others access to information or material, 
having someone else complete your course work, and facilitating violations of academic integrity by 
others. Resources for Students: http://nbacademicintegrity.rutgers.edu/home-2/for-students/

All students will need to sign the Rutgers Honor Pledge on every major exam, assignment, or other 
assessment as follows:

“On my honor, I have neither received nor given any unauthorized assistance on this examination 
(assignment, paper, quiz, etc.).”

Bias Incident Reporting and Support (DICE)

https://diversity.rutgers.edu

The Division of Diversity, Inclusion, and Community Engagement works to advance, promote and 
advocate for inclusiveness, diversity, and equity at Rutgers University.

If you believe you are the victim of or a witness to an alleged bias incident, you may report the 
incident, in person or by phone, to the Dean of Students Office, Residence Life staff, or another 
member of the Student Affairs staff https://diversity.rutgers.edu/resources/bias-and-crisis-support. 
Individuals may also report an alleged bias incident online at:
http://studentaffairs.rutgers.edu/for-students/bias/bias-incident-reporting/

Disability Disclosure

(848) 445-6800 / Lucy Stone Hall, Suite A145, Livingston Campus, 54 Joyce Kilmer Avenue, 
Piscataway, NJ 08854 /  https://ods.rutgers.edu/

Rutgers University welcomes students with disabilities into all of the University's educational 
programs. In order to receive consideration for reasonable accommodations, a student with a disability 
must contact the appropriate disability services office at the campus where you are officially enrolled, 
participate in an intake interview, and provide documentation. The documentation supports your 
request for reasonable accommodations, your campus’s disability services office will provide you with 
a Letter of Accommodations. Please share this letter with your instructors and discuss the 
accommodations with them as early in your courses as possible. To begin this process, please complete 
the Registration form on the ODS web site at: https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/registration-form.

Counseling, ADAP & Psychiatric Services (CAPS)

(848) 932-7884 / 17 Senior Street, New Brunswick, NJ 08901/ http://health.rutgers.edu/medical-
counseling-services/counseling/

CAPS is a University mental health support service that includes counseling, alcohol and other drug 
assistance, and psychiatric services staffed by a team of professional within Rutgers Health services to 

http://health.rutgers.edu/medical-counseling-services/counseling/
http://health.rutgers.edu/medical-counseling-services/counseling/
https://ods.rutgers.edu/
http://studentaffairs.rutgers.edu/for-students/bias/bias-incident-reporting/
https://diversity.rutgers.edu/
http://nbacademicintegrity.rutgers.edu/home-2/for-students/


support students’ efforts to succeed at Rutgers University. CAPS offers a variety of services that 
include: individual therapy, group therapy and workshops, crisis intervention, referral to specialists in 
the community and consultation and collaboration with campus partners. 

Crisis Intervention

http://health.rutgers.edu/medical-counseling-services/counseling/crisis-intervention/

Report a Concern

http://health.rutgers.edu/do-something-to-help/

Violence Prevention & Victim Assistance (VPVA)

(848) 932-1181 / 3 Bartlett Street, New Brunswick, NJ 08901 / www.vpva.rutgers.edu/ 
The Office for Violence Prevention and Victim Assistance provides confidential crisis intervention, 
counseling and advocacy for victims of sexual and relationship violence and stalking to students, staff 
and faculty.  To reach staff during office hours when the university is open or to reach an advocate after
hours, call 848-932-1181.

Reporting of sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating or domestic violence, and/or stalking

Reports of sexual harassment, sexual assault, dating or domestic violence, and/or stalking may be
made using any of the following options:

1. Report to a Title IX Coordinator directly (a list of each campus’s Title IX Coordinator is 
provided below). Such a report may be made at any time (including during non-business hours) 
via telephone or email, or by mail to the address listed for the Title IX Coordinator.

2. Report online, using the reporting form posted here.
3. Individuals may also report crimes of sexual violence to the Rutgers University Police 

Department.

http://health.rutgers.edu/do-something-to-help/
http://health.rutgers.edu/medical-counseling-services/counseling/crisis-intervention/


Book List

You are required to choose one book from the list below, which you will read from start to finish during 
the semester. While I expect all of the books below are worth reading, I have not read all of them 
myself. I have organized them according to books that I know are worth reading because I have read 
them, and books that come highly recommended from others. I should note as well that just because I 
think a book is good or great doesn’t mean I agree with or endorse all of its arguments. Some are on 
this list because they’re provocative, even if they’re flawed.

Books I know are Good or Great
• Changes in the Land, William Cronon
• American Eden, Victoria Johnson
• Nature Obscura: A City's Hidden Natural World, Kelley Brenner
• City Water, City Life: Water and the Infrastructure of Ideas in Urbanizing Philadelphia, Boston,

and Chicago, Carl Smith
• A New Green History of the World: The Environment and the Collapse of Great Civilizations, 

Clive Ponting
• The Snow Leopard, Peter Matthiessen
• Nature Next Door: Cities and Trees in the American Northeast, Ellen Stroud
• Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History, Sidney Mintz
• The Third Horseman: A Story of Weather, War, and the Famine that History Forgot, William 

Rosen
• Justinian's Flea, William Rosen.
• Dirty Old London: The Victorian Fight Against Filth, Lee Jackson
• The Ghost Map: The Story of London's Most Terrifying Epidemic -- and How it Changed 

Science, Cities, and the Modern World, Steven Johnson
• Pests in the City: Flies, Bedbugs, Cockroaches, and Rats, Dawn Biehler
• Other Minds: The Octopus, The Sea, and the Deep Origins of Consciousness, Peter Godfrey-

Smith
• My First Summer in the Sierra and Selected Essays, John Muir (Library of America Paperback 

Classics)
• The Invention of Nature: Alexander von Humboldt's New World, Andrea Wulf
• The Fabric of Space: Water, Modernity, and the Urban Imagination, Matthew Gandy
• Concrete and Clay, Matthew Gandy
• Cadillac Desert: The American West and its Disappearing Water, Marc Reisner

Books that come highly recommended
• The Book of Eels: Our Enduring Fascination with the Most Mysterious Creature in the Natural 

World, Patrik Svensson
• The Probiotic Planet, Jaime Lorimer
• The Bird Way: A New Look at How Birds Talk, Work, Play, Parent, and Think, Jennifer 

Ackerman
• Entangled Life: How Fungi Make Our Worlds, Change Our Minds & Shape Our Futures, 

Merlin Sheldrake
• Ocean Outbreak: Confronting the Rising Tide of Marine Disease, Drew Harvell
• Lost Feast: Culinary Extinction and the Future of Food, Lenore Newman
• Rising: Dispatches from the New American Shore, Elizabeth Rush
• The Soul of an Octopus: A Surprising Exploration into the Wonder of Consciousness, Sy 

Montgomery



Course Schedule

The schedule for this course has been highly routinized. The following general rules will apply (all 
times and dates are for US Eastern Time Zone):

• All materials will become available at 12am on the dates listed.
• Lectures will be posted on Mondays. These will contain about a week’s worth of material, so 

may need to be watched over several sessions. You are also encouraged to explore the material 
beyond what is contained in the lectures, which in some cases are fairly dense.

• Readings will also be posted on Mondays.
• Observation Assignments will also be posted on Mondays. (not every week)
• Group reaction paper prompts will be posted on Tuesdays (not every week), and will be due

on Thursday to allow for time zone-related strategizing.
• To give time to study (or review notes with their working group, perhaps), quizzes will be 

posted on Thursdays.
• During weeks with quizzes, this will be the only work to be done during that week, to allow for 

studying and review. Students will have 40 minutes to complete them, but can take them any 
time within a 24-hour period (12am Thursday to 12am Friday).



Week 
Dates

Lecture and Reading Assignment Date

Jan 19-22 Lectures: Introduction; Origins

Jan 25-29 Lecture: Biosphere - Observation #1

Feb 1-5 Lecture: Environmental Thought
Readings: Catlin, Muir, Pristine 
Myth, Vision 2020

- Reaction Paper #1

- Observation #2

Posted: Feb 2
Due: Feb 4

Feb 8-12 Lecture: Biodiversity - Observation #3

Feb 15-19 Lecture: Extinction
Readings: Insect Apocalypse, 
Mosquito Eradication, Surviving 
Despair

- Reaction Paper #2 Posted: Feb 16
Due: Feb 18

Feb 22-26 - Quiz #1 Posted: Feb 25
Due: Feb 26

Mar 1-5 Lecture: Economy and Ecology
Reading: Malthus, Robbins

- Reaction Paper #3

- Observation #4

Posted: Mar 2
Due: Mar 4

Mar 8-12 Lecture: Population, Tragedy of the 
Commons

- Observation #5

Mar 22-26 Lecture: Agriculture - Reaction Paper #4

- Observation #6

Posted: Mar 23
Due: Mar 25

Mar 29-
Apr 2

- Quiz #2 Posted: Apr 1
Due: Apr 2

Apr 5-9 Lecture: Development - Reaction Paper #5

- Observation #7

Posted: Apr 6
Due: Apr 8

Apr 12-16 Lecture: Underdevelopment - Observation #8

Apr 19-23 Lecture: Urbanization

Apr 26-30 Lecture: Energy
Reading: Renewable Energy to 
Eclipse Coal

- Observation Journals 
Due

Finals 
Week

- Final Exam Posted: TBA
Due: TBA


