
ENVI 488 
ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES SENIOR SEMINAR 

Macalester College, Spring 2017 
TR 3-4:30, Olin-Rice 270 

 
Prof. Chris Wells  

 Office: Olin-Rice 249c  
 Phone: x6803  
 Email: wells@macalester.edu  
 Office Hours:  Tues 2:30-3:00  
 and by appointment 
 
Catalog Description: In this seminar, students will explore the difficult and often controversial 
issues surrounding environmental problems. Through readings, discussions, guest speakers, field 
trips, independent research, writing, and oral presentations, students will develop a clearer 
understanding of the underlying causes and long-term implications of some of the environmental 
problems facing the world today. Taking advantage of the diverse academic backgrounds of the 
student participants, the seminar will bring together the knowledge, perspectives, and insights of the 
humanities, sciences, and social sciences.  
 
This year, students will design and execute their own integrative projects with advice and support 
from the professor, and workshop ideas, materials, and smaller pieces of their projects with fellow 
students. 
 
Activities and Assessment will be worked out collaboratively as part of our work process. 
 
Grading will use the “Pass/Fail with Written Assessment” scale. 
 
 

Schedule 
WEEK 1: Planetary Boundaries, Part I 
Tuesday 1/24 

 
READ 

• Rockstrom et al, "A Safe Operating Space for Humanity," Nature 46 (Sep 2009): 472-75. 
• Rockstrom et al, "Planetary Boundaries: Exploring the Safe Operating Space for 

Humanity," Ecology and Society 14 (2). 
                                                                      . 

WRITE (1-2 pages each, single-spaced) 
• Drawing on your experiences as an Environmental Studies major, how would you assess the 

main strengths and weaknesses of scientific knowledge and scientific approaches as a way to 
identify, define, and understand environmental problems? As a way to shape and prioritize 
responses to those problems? In what ways have scientific ideas and methods informed the 
way you understand environmental issues and think about how to solve environmental 
problems? 

• Pick any one prompt from the "Reflections on the Major" handout to answer. 
                                                                       . 
 
 
  



Thursday 1/26 
READ 

• Dearing et al., "Safe and Just Operating Spaces for Regional Social-Ecological 
Systems," Global Environmental Change 28 (2014): 227-238. 

• Raworth, "A Safe and Just Space for Humanity: Can We Live Within the Doughnut?" 
Oxfam Discussion Papers, 2011. 

• Planetary Boundaries Initiative, "Recommendations and Evidence from the Planetary 
Boundaries Initiative on the SDGs." 

                                                                      . 
WRITE (1-2 pages each, single-spaced) 

• Drawing on your experiences as an Environmental Studies major, how would you assess the 
main strengths and weaknesses of social scientific knowledge and social scientific 
approaches as a way to identify, define, and understand environmental problems? As a way 
to shape and prioritize responses to those problems? In what ways have social scientific 
ideas and methods informed the way you understand environmental issues and think about 
how to solve environmental problems? 

• Pick any one new prompt from the "Reflections on the Major" handout to answer. 
 
WEEK 2: Planetary Boundaries, Part II 
Tuesday 1/31 

READ 
• Gladwell, "The Tipping Point," The New Yorker, June 3, 1996. 
• Kolbert, "The Sixth Extinction?" The New Yorker, May 25, 2009. 

                                                                      . 
WRITE (1-2 pages, single-spaced) 

• Drawing on your experiences as an Environmental Studies major, how would you assess the 
main strengths and weaknesses of approaches originating in the humanities as a way to 
identify, define, and understand environmental problems? As a way to shape and prioritize 
responses to those problems? In what ways have ideas and methods from the humanities 
informed the way you understand environmental issues and think about how to solve 
environmental problems? 

• Pick any one new prompt from the "Reflections on the Major" handout to answer. 
                                                                      . 
Thursday 2/2 

PRESENT: Please prepare an informal 3-5 minute presentation for the class that answers 
these questions: 

• What potential goals might motivate your project? What do you want to learn, demonstrate, 
or accomplish? 

• What are 2-3 potential topics/areas of focus that could be at the center of your work? 
• What kind of product might your project produce? 
• How will you (and I) know if you have succeeded? (I.e., what sort of framework for 

evaluation would make the most sense?) 
 
WEEK 3: Project Planning 
Tuesday 2/7: NO CLASS: Be sure to sign up for a 20-minute individual conference with Chris 
here: http://tinyurl.com/Wells-office-hours. Come prepared with a rough draft of the syllabus you 
would like to follow for the rest of the semester. (Details to be discussed in class). 
 
Thursday 2/9: Preliminary project proposals due before start of class; presentations in small groups. 


