Biology/Environmental Studies 200 – Case Studies in Environmental Science

Spring Semester, 2008

Dr. Boose

Syllabus

Environmental issues are hard. They are complex, multifaceted, often ill-defined problems that require careful analysis and a balancing of conflicting interests or forces. They are also usually urgent, requiring that a decision be made or an action be taken even in the absence of some important information. When a decision is made, or an action taken, generally someone will not like it, it will probably not be perfect, and it may need to be modified at some point in the future. You are all in this class because you are interested in tackling messy problems like this at some level. 
As the title of the course suggests, we will be spending the semester examining a number of “case studies” on environmental issues. A case study is a scenario or situation that is used as an example to illustrate particular principles or ideas. Typically, cases are studied in detail over an extended period of time, because they contain complexities that need to be explored to be fully understood. Cases, like the real-world situations they are taken from, also usually pose some sort of dilemma—they require that a choice be made, a position be taken and defended, or a compromise solution be reached. Yet none of these cases has an objectively “right” answer; all solutions are “wrong” to some degree. You will be expected to come up with a “best” answer, and be able to explain why it is better than other possible solutions. (Your best answer may be different from someone else’s, and you may have to persuade someone of the value of your solution over theirs.)
The class is based on three basic principles:

1) Learning is a do-it-yourself project.

2) Information is best learned in the context of its application. 

3) If you want to get good at something, you have to practice it.

What this means is that I will not be spending a lot of time giving you information. My job is to raise issues, and guide you in the process of resolving them. Your job is to determine what you need to know, find and organize that information, then use it as a basis for a decision. It also means you will be doing these things over and over; it’s my hope that you will get a bit better at it each time.

So I expect you to do a great deal of work in this class. I also expect it to be fun, interesting, motivating, challenging, at times frustrating, and in the end, satisfying. In short, a lot like life. 

Objectives: At the end of this course you should be able to
· Examine a complex environmental issue and determine what information is needed to resolve it and how that information will contribute to the solution.
· Locate and use reliable sources of information relevant to the problem. 

· Define, explain, and apply vocabulary and concepts relevant to the issue. 

· Summarize and compare differing views, data, and conclusions on the issue.

· Develop a proposed solution to the issue and defend it orally and in writing.

· Evaluate alternative solutions to the same problem, and work with others to come to a joint resolution.

Instructor: Dr. David Boose, Hughes 210; X-6634; boose@gonzaga.edu
Please feel free to talk to me about the course at any time during the semester! I will have regular office hours (which will be announced in class), and I can be reached by phone or e-mail. My time outside of office hours is limited, but if my office door is open, feel free to stop in. If I can’t talk to you right then, we can find a time when I can. Most importantly, start talking to me early; don’t wait until you are feeling overwhelmed to get help!

Meeting time and room: MWF 10:00 Hughes 018 

The success of this course depends largely on your participation. That means that I expect you to: ask and answer questions, speculate, wonder, and risk occasionally embarrassing yourself. You will be expected to discuss ideas with your colleagues, present opinions and information to the class as a whole, and apply your knowledge and experience to new situations. I will prompt you with questions, provide information, and guide your thinking. I will also do my best to ensure that the class offers a safe environment in which everyone’s participation is welcomed and valued.
Text: 

There is no text for this course. You will be responsible for finding most of the information you need on your own. After all, most problems in life don’t arrive along with a book in which you are supposed to find the answer! When I have specific readings I want you to do, I will either make copies for you or tell you where you can access them. There will also be a number of reference books on reserve in Foley Library, which you can use to seek out information you need for the course.
Grading:  Your grade will be based on the following components:

	Case study “products”
	50%

	Other small assignments
	10%

	Peer evaluation
	15%

	Laboratory assignments
	25%


Case study “products”– Most of the cases we study will require you to produce some sort of “product”, usually a written one. Depending on the case, this may be shorter or longer; longer ones will be worth more points than shorter ones. Details of the required assignments, their point values and due dates will be given with each case.
Other small assignments – Many class periods will involve some type of in-class assignment. These will range from short quizzes to assess your understanding of terms and concepts, to writing assignments that ask you to apply the information we are discussing. Some fraction of these assignments will not be graded—they will be designed to help you focus your thinking and to help me discover misunderstandings. Others will be graded. Although each assignment will contribute only marginally to your grade, cumulatively they can have a significant effect. 

Peer evaluation – Nearly all of the work that you do in this class will be in small groups. Cooperative learning offers significant advantages over trying to tackle complex problems on your own, and just about any job you pursue in your life will involve working with other people. But working in groups also means that your success is determined to some degree by the efforts of your group members. To recognize that fact, each of you will evaluate, and be evaluated by, your group members. I will provide a standardized peer-evaluation form at several points during the semester, and the evaluations will contribute significantly to your final grade. 
Laboratory assignments – The laboratory portion of this class is not separate from the lecture portion. You will receive a single grade for BIOL/ENVS 200, which will include the work that you do in the lab. Some of the laboratory exercises will involve field trips off campus, and some will involve working outside, regardless of the weather. There will be one all-day Saturday field trip in April; to compensate for this significant time investment, we will not meet during two of our normally scheduled weekly times. 

Grading scale – Letter grades will be determined based on the percentage of total possible points you have earned in the class, weighted by the proportions given in the table above. Grade cutoffs will be no higher than: A-/B+: 88%; B-/C+: 78%; C-/D+: 65%; D/F: 55%. 
Other Details:

Attendance – According to Gonzaga’s attendance policy, the maximum number of allowable absences from this class is eight. More than eight absences will result in a grade of “V” (unofficial withdrawal), which will become an F at the end of the semester. More importantly, absences will severely compromise your group’s ability to complete assigned tasks. Activities in both lecture and lab will be essentially impossible to make up, so you should make every effort possible to minimize absences. 
Disability accommodations – I am happy to make reasonable accommodations for persons with documented disabilities. If you have a condition that may have some impact on your work in this class and for which you may require accommodations, please see me within the first week of class, and contact Disability Resources, Education, and Access Management (DREAM; Foley Center, Second Floor, X-4134) so that such accommodations may be arranged. All discussions will remain confidential. 

General classroom deportment – A number of the topics in this class will be controversial, and I expect there will be a diversity of opinions held and expressed by members of the class. Indeed, one of my goals is to sharpen your ability to formulate and express defensible opinions on controversial topics. To make that work, everyone in the class needs to feel free to contribute and participate. I expect everyone to respect the rights of others to express their views, and to be able to participate in civil discourse. Disagreement is encouraged; disrespect and disruption will not be tolerated.
Academic honesty – Science necessarily makes use of the intellectual work of others—existing ideas form the context and basis for new hypotheses, and an open exchange of information is essential for the process to work effectively. But science also relies on honesty in the attribution of intellectual property; when you use someone else’s ideas, proper credit must be given. Plagiarism, falsification of data, or any other form of academic dishonesty will be handled in accordance with the University’s Academic Honesty Policy, a copy of which will be made available upon request. Possible consequences of violations of this policy include: a failing grade on the assignment in question, a failing grade in the course, and dismissal from the university.
Courses that involve group work (like this one) provide a particular challenge for students in avoiding academic dishonesty. On group projects, I will do my best to make it clear what may be turned in as group work and what must clearly be individual work. If you have any questions about whether you can use the work of other members of your group for a particular assignment, ask me well in advance of turning the materials in. When in doubt, assume that all work must be clearly your own unless otherwise stated. 

I recommend you visit the following web sites for additional information on plagiarism and how to avoid it:

http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets/plagiarism.shtml
http://science.widener.edu/svb/essay/plagiar.html
Problems and complaints – If you have concerns or complaints about this class—its policies, the classroom environment, etc.—you are encouraged to discuss them with me. If you are not comfortable doing that, or you are not satisfied with the resolution of the issue, you should contact the Chair of the Biology Department, Dr. Bill Ettinger (extension 6623). 
General Course Schedule:
The general topics and approximate dates we will be addressing them are given below. It is almost certain that there will be some small modifications to this schedule during the semester, which I will notify you of as they arise. Dates of holidays and other breaks are noted. 

Section 1 – Introductions (Jan 16 – Jan 25)

· Monday, Jan 21 – Rev. Dr. MLK Jr. Day, no class.

Section 2 – Chemical contaminants (Jan 28 – Feb 8)

Section 3 – Environmental toxicology and epidemiology (Feb 11 – Feb 22)

· Monday, Feb 18 – Presidents’ Day, no class.

Section 4 – Genetically modified foods (Feb 25 – Mar 7)

· Monday-Friday, Mar 10 – 14 – Spring break, no class

Section 5 – Climate change (Mar 17 – Apr 4)

· Friday-Monday, Mar 21 – 24 – Easter break, no class

Section  6 – Biodiversity conservation (Apr 7 – May 2)
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