Human/Nature

Independent Inquiry Research Essay:
Views of Nature in Cultural and Historical Context

This term we are examining differing lenses of nature, but our class syllabus is nowhere near able to cover the full range of possibilities.  Therefore, for this assignment you will have the opportunity to explore views of nature by researching a major historical individual of your choice.  Based on this research, you’ll write an essay that describes that individual’s perspective on nature which places that perspective within a historical and cultural context.  The project thus addresses (at least) three of the main UNST goals: communication, through writing; critical thinking and inquiry, through doing independent scholarly research; and the diversity of human experience, through comparing changing historical and/or cross-cultural perspectives. 

The final outcome of this assignment will be a paper presenting the findings of your research on the individual or group you’ve chosen and your conclusion on how this individual views nature.  The exact content of the paper is up to you, and will depend on the case you examine.  However, it must contain the following elements.  (And you may use the outline below to organize your paper, which is rather standard for an academic paper, but it is not a requirement—your topic ultimately should inform the shape of your paper.)

I. A brief introduction in which you give your “thesis,” which is a initial statement of what you conclude is your subject’s view of nature, based on the evidence of your research. Your thesis should reflect what is discussed and described in the body of the paper.

II.  A concise biographical summary of the life of the individual, including historical and cultural context.  This is not the main focus of the paper, and so should only be long enough to provide an adequate background for the next section(s).  Be careful that this section does not take over the structure of your paper.

III.  A description of the view(s) of nature found in your chosen individual’s work (i.e., writings or artistic creations as relevant).  This is the main focus of the paper, and hence will probably be the longest part of it.  Within this section of the paper, you should define and discuss several subpoints–for example, 

 three or four dominant or recurring metaphors, themes, or symbols in the person’s work; or 

 three or four distinct biographical or historical stages where the person’s views are exemplified through his or her actions; or

 three or four significant pieces of work completed by this individual; 

IV.  A conclusion in which you connect the individual to relevant ideas or concepts presented in the class. What metaphor of nature do his/her ideas substantiate most strongly?

Finally, you should include with your paper a bibliography in MLA or APA format.  For each source (book, article, etc.) that you have used, include a bibliographical entry in proper format.

Steps for the project 
1. Choose one individual from the attached list as the subject for your study.  (If you have a strong case for an alternative that is not on the list, I can consider it.  The individual can not be one that we cover in the assigned readings, etc.)  I suggest that you examine the sources available for several individuals before you make your choice.  You want to be examining someone who is both intriguing for you and for whom valuable and lucid information is easily accessible.  Once you have made your selection, it will be difficult for you to change so make sure you check the research available on the person thoroughly before you commit.

2. Develop a research prospectus, i.e. an organizational plan for your paper that includes a working annotated bibliography of at least five sources.  We will be discussing the format for this mentor session.  This is due Thursday, Feb. 11th.  If your prospectus shows a clear and workable organization, no outline will be required for your polished draft.  However, if I feel that you are still unclear on your organization and direction, you will be asked to include an outline as well with your first draft.

3. A polished draft of your paper is due Tuesday, Feb. 23rd.  A polished draft is further along than a rough or first draft.  In this draft, your thesis and thesis development should be clearly recognizable.  Most of the parts of the paper should be complete but there may still be one or two places where you need additional information.  The paper should be free of grammatical and spelling errors and should follow appropriate MLA or APA format.  This means, you will be handing in a works cited and/or bibliography page with this polished draft. Before handing in your polished draft, each of you is to make an appointment with the writing center to have someone help you with your papers.  Please have the person you conference with, write me a note to that effect and attach it to your polished draft.  Make sure you bring the assignment so they know clearly the expectations. I also hope to be able to conference with you on your polished drafts.

4. The final draft of your paper in main class on Tuesday, March 9th.  You will also be expected to present your work in class at this time.

Some words about strategy

• Your goal is to present the views of the individual you are investigating, thus your paper is not your response or reaction, agreement or disagreement with those views.  Rather your paper is an effort to analyze and, based on the evidence of your research, reveal the central metaphor or perspective those views represent.  You will need to think carefully and critically about the material, making judgments about how to organize, summarize, compare, and contrast various elements.

• A primary goal of this project is to gain practice doing authoritative and scholarly research.  You should carefully and consistently follow the MLA style or APA style for documenting sources.  

• As the basis for your paper, you should use both primary sources–that is, sources created by the individual or group you are studying–and secondary sources–that is, sources written by historians, anthropologists, critics, etc., about the individual or group you are studying..  You may use articles (in journals or anthologies), or books, or a combination of both. What kind of sources will be most helpful will vary from case to case. 

• Your paper should be based primarily on library research (which includes using the library databases), including books, essays, and articles.  Encyclopedia and dictionary entries are useful as bibliographical tools–i.e.,  to find leads to more in-depth sources–but should not be used as sources for you paper.  Also, you certainly may (and should) use the web as a bibliographical tool, but for this paper you may use internet sources only if you can demonstrate that nothing comparable is available in print in the PSU library.

• How many sources should you use?  There is no fixed quota.  In my personal experience, I have found that in writing of this kind I generally have at least as many “works cited” items as pages in the paper.  That means I have probably consulted at least again as many items that could be included in an annotated bibliography.

• On several occasions (to be announced) we will probably be having informal discussion of paper topics and peer review of drafts in the mentor sections or main class.

• This is primarily a writing assignment, but feel free to include relevant graphics, illustrations, etc., if you wish particularly if you are examining a visual artist.

This project constitutes 25% of your grade.  The grade breakdowns for individual pieces of the project are as follows:

Research Strategy and Annotated Bibliography

5%

Polished Draft





8%

3rd Draft





12%

