
Course Syllabus for PA 5715, Spring 2022
Survey of Current Topics in Science, Technology, and Environmental Policy

The HUMAN-NATURE relationship

Mon 11:15AM - 12:30PM
Hubert H Humphrey Center 35

1.5 credits

Instructor: Bonnie Keeler
E-mail/Phone: keel0041@umn.edu, 612-625-8905
Office Hours: Room 158 HHH

Teaching Assistant: Elizabeth Mejicano mejic002@umn.edu

Description: Environmental problems are complex, dynamic, and contested. Tradeoffs are
inevitable, values conflict, outcomes are uncertain and the choices we make may lead to
unintended consequences. How do educated citizens navigate ethical and moral dilemmas
related to science, technology, and environmental policy?

In this class we will confront a range of complex and contentious environmental issues related
to the human-nature relationship. Is it morally just to kill invasive species to save endangered
ones? What happens when indigenous worldviews conflict with modern values of conservation?
How much human intervention in natural systems is appropriate? What are our obligations to
the wild places and wildlife that make up the non-human world? Is anything truly “wild” or
“natural” in an era of global environmental change?

The goal of the class is to create a space where we can deliberate, discuss, and question our
own assumptions and values as they relate to the environment and our obligation to nature and
biodiversity. As a seminar, the class differs from a traditional lecture course in several ways. As
your instructor, I have selected a place to begin and some key stops along the way, but the
class will play an important role in guiding our journey through this topic. Students are expected
to bring ideas, materials, and resources to the conversation via independent and group study.
Students will co-lead class discussions and help design in-class activities.

http://keeler.umn.edu
mailto:keel0041@umn.edu


Evaluation and Assessment:
We will use a “contract grading” system  where students propose a set of individual expectations
associated with their desired grade in the course. These include expectations defined by the
instructor including attending class, leading discussions, planning in-class activities, conducting
background research related to class topics, and contributing new materials and resources to
discuss in class. Additional assessments could come in the form of individual presentations,
reflective memos, or research papers. Students will propose a grading contract from a menu of
options during the first class and submit their draft contract to the instructor for approval.
Modifications to contracts will be done to reflect consistency and transparency of expectations
across students until we arrive on a mutually-agreed grading system.

Texts:
I spent the last few months reading texts that speak to our semester theme of the human-nature
relationship. No single text covers all topics, and no single text is so excellent that I think
students should read every page. My proposal is to focus our reading on two texts -  Wild Souls:
Freedom and Flourishing in a non-human world (2021) by Emma Marris and Under A White Sky
(2021) by Elizabeth Kolbert. Both texts are worthy investments, but as we’re only reading
selections, you may be able to rent, share, or borrow copies. I will always have a copy of both
books outside my office (158 HHH) for reading in situ (in a chair near my office).

Additional required readings, podcasts, and resources will be provided on Canvas.

Course Schedule: *Subject to change* When you note discrepancies between Canvas and this
syllabus, use the Canvas version.

Lecture/Discussion
Topic

Readings/Resources

Week 1
1/24

Goal setting, course
design, and contract
assessment.

Week 2
1/31

Human-Nature
relationships and the
history of the
conservation movement

Essay: The trouble with wilderness by William Cronon

Opinion: What is the future of conservation?

Week 3
2/7

Intrinsic value Wild Souls
Why Intrinsic Value Is a Poor Basis for Conservation Decisions

Week 4
2/14

What does it mean to
be wild?

Wild Souls
Radiolab: Rhino Hunter

Week 5
2/21

What is wildlife worth? Wild Souls
Radiolab: Weighing good intentions
Radiolab: Galapagos

Week 6 What do we owe the Wild Souls

https://www.williamcronon.net/writing/Cronon_Trouble_with_Wilderness_1995.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2013.10.013
https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/article/58/10/910/245722
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/rhino-hunter
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/segments/91723-weighing-good-intentions
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/episodes/galapagos


2/28 non-human world? Marris, NYT The Case Against Zoos

Week 7
3/7

Spring break

Week 8
3/14

The control of the
control of nature

Under a White Sky
E. Kolbert on the Ezra Klein Show

Week 9
3/21

The control of the
control of nature

Under a White Sky
E. Kolbert on Creating a Better Leaf - New Yorker

Week 10
3/28

The control of the
control of nature

Under a White Sky
E. Kolbert on Mining rare minerals in the deep oceans

Week 11
4/4

Traditional ecological
knowledge and
indigenous lifeways

R. Wall-Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass (excerpts)
Fletcher et al. 2021 Indigenous knowledge and the
shackles of wilderness. PNAS
https://www.pnas.org/content/118/40/e2022218118

Week 12
4/11

Where does justice fit
into conservation?

https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesnonprofitcouncil/2021/11/30/t
he-future-of-conservation-is-inclusion/?sh=7b55aa3c7259

https://www.nature.com/articles/515027a

Week 13
4/18

Conservation in the
common interest

Clark et al. Large scale conservation in the common interest
E.O Wilson, The Half Earth Project

Week 14
4/25

The future of
conservation

All we can save: Excerpts
The Wizard and the Prophet, Excerpts

Week 15
5/2

Assessment and grading:
This course will follow a “contract grading” approach. Specific requirements for an “A”, “B”, or
“C” grade will be determined via a mutually-agreed contract between student and instructor
outlined at the beginning of the class.

Canvas
All of our class readings, resources and assignments are available on the course Canvas site.
Find the site at canvas.umn.edu, or go to “Key Links” on MyU.umn.edu and scroll down to
Canvas. For help with Canvas, go to https://z.umn.edu/CanvasHelpandSetup or click the
“Canvas Help” link on our course Canvas site.

Set Your Canvas Notification Preferences
This course depends upon your ability to receive communications from your instructor about the
class. It's important that you set up your Canvas “notification preferences” to choose how and
when you’d like to receive messages via text, email, or both. Find easy-to-follow instructions at

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/11/opinion/zoos-animal-cruelty.html
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/should-we-dim-the-sun-will-we-even-have-a-choice/id1548604447?i=1000508312027
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/12/13/creating-a-better-leaf
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/06/21/the-deep-sea-is-filled-with-treasure-but-it-comes-at-a-price
https://www.pnas.org/content/118/40/e2022218118
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesnonprofitcouncil/2021/11/30/the-future-of-conservation-is-inclusion/?sh=7b55aa3c7259
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesnonprofitcouncil/2021/11/30/the-future-of-conservation-is-inclusion/?sh=7b55aa3c7259
https://www.nature.com/articles/515027a
https://primo.lib.umn.edu/permalink/f/1q7ssba/UMN_ALMA51634444560001701
https://www.amazon.com/Wizard-Prophet-Charles-C-Mann/dp/1509884181
https://canvas.umn.edu
https://www.myu.umn.edu/
https://z.umn.edu/CanvasHelpandSetup


“How do I set my Canvas notification preferences as a student?:
https://community.canvaslms.com/docs/DOC-10624-4212710344. I strongly recommend that
you opt to receive notification of Announcements, Conversation Messages, and Added to
Conversation so that you don’t risk missing important class communication.

Name and Pronoun Usage
I will happily honor your request at any point to address you by your correct name, gender
pronoun, or any other manner you would like to be referred. If you like, I will also instruct class
members to do the same. Please advise me of how you would like to be referred to in class.

Use of Personal Electronic Devices in the Classroom
Using personal electronic devices in the classroom setting can hinder instruction and learning,
not only for the student using the device but also for other students in the class. My preference
is for students to take notes in a notebook, instead of on a laptop to minimize the temptation to
browse the internet during class. It is quite apparent when students are using their laptop,
phone, or tablet to view non-course content as surrounding classmates can’t help but register
their interest. Do not create distractions that negatively affect the learning experience of your
peers.

Missing class and coursework extensions
Students will not be penalized for absence during the semester due to unavoidable or legitimate
circumstances. Such circumstances include verified illness, participation in intercollegiate
athletic events, subpoenas, jury duty, military service, bereavement, and religious observances.

There are situations that may arise where you need to request an extension for a class
assignment. If this occurs, email me with your request in advance of the due date and include a
proposed timeline for completion of the assignment. I do my best to grant extensions to all
reasonable requests.

Mental Health and Stress Management Services
As a student you may experience a range of issues that can cause barriers to learning, such as
strained relationships, increased anxiety, alcohol/drug problems, feeling down, difficulty
concentrating and/or lack of motivation. These mental health concerns or stressful events may
lead to diminished academic performance or reduce your ability to participate in daily activities.
There are advisors in the Humphrey Student Services office who are trained and experienced
counselors. They are available at short notice to address any concerns you have and provide
further resources within the University - Humphrey Student Services, HHH 280, (612) 624-8162.
You can learn more about the broad range of confidential mental health services available on
campus at: http://www.mentalhealth.umn.edu.

Disability Accommodations:
The University of Minnesota views disability as an important aspect of diversity, and is
committed to providing equitable access to learning opportunities for all students. The Disability
Resource Center (DRC) is the campus office that collaborates with students who have

https://community.canvaslms.com/docs/DOC-10624-4212710344


disabilities to provide and/or arrange reasonable accommodations. If you have, or think you
have, a disability in any area such as, mental health, attention, learning, chronic health, sensory,
or physical, please contact the DRC office on your campus (UM Twin Cities - 612.626.1333) to
arrange a confidential discussion regarding equitable access and reasonable accommodations.

Students with short-term disabilities, such as a broken arm, can often work with instructors to
minimize classroom barriers. In situations where additional assistance is needed, students
should contact the DRC as noted above. If you are registered with the DRC and have a
disability accommodation letter dated for this semester or this year, please contact me early in
the semester to review how the accommodations will be applied in the course.

Access to readings and materials after semester
Students may lose access to Canvas sites and course reserves at the end of the semester. If
you’d like to download class material (depending on copyright) or your own work for personal
use, please do so during the semester.

University and School policies
For links to University of Minnesota and Humphrey School policies, please click the “U of M
Policies” link on our course Canvas site, or see https://z.umn.edu/PolicyStatements. Policies
include information on student conduct, scholastic dishonesty, sexual harassment, equal
opportunity, disability accommodations, and more.

https://z.umn.edu/PolicyStatements

