
Application Part 2: Project Proposal 
Title of Project: Communicating the Environment: Fact, Fiction, Poetics 
Faculty Mentor: Dr. Theresa A. Dougal, Professor, English Department 
Student Researcher: Christine Wieder, ‘20, English Major and Medieval Studies Minor 
Date: June 2 - August 9 (10 weeks) 
 
Description of the Project 
 
 This SOAR project seeks to contribute to scholarly and contemporary discourse about 
climate change and the environment, focusing on how literary texts employ a variety of 
rhetorical strategies in order to influence readers to care enough about the issue to take 
concrete action.  Scientific research into climate change has provided us with information that is 
clear and alarming, and yet too many people resist and/or ignore the facts that would inform 
them. These same people may respond more readily to less technical, more creative writing, 
and we seek to determine, through close rhetorical analysis, how a wide range of 
environmentally-themed literary texts present their themes. 
 Christine is well-poised to begin this research that is centered in English Studies but also 
interdisciplinary in nature.  She is currently taking ENGL/ENVR 242 Environmental Writing, 
where she has been reading and writing extensively about environmental topics, and she is also 
in ENGL/IDIS 262 Literature and the Way We Live, which approaches the issue of 
environmental sustainability from an interdisciplinary perspective. The SOAR reading list is 
interspersed with genres that include fiction, nonfiction books and essays, and poetry, and also 
secondary readings on rhetorical criticism and on poetics.  The list includes works that address 
the environmental theme from a number of important perspectives such as science, sociology, 
art, journalism, and public health, and that include attention to such populations as Native 
Americans, migrant agricultural workers, monarch butterflies, birds, Manhattanites, climate 
activists, and -- humanity. 
 
Roles and Responsibilities 
 
Throughout the first eight weeks, Christine will immerse herself in reading primary and 
secondary texts, keeping a research journal that will eventually lead her toward the conclusions 
she will formally present within a paper suitable for presentation at an undergraduate 
conference.  Each week Christine will submit a 500-word response to the week’s readings that 
summarizes her research journal and notes, situating the week’s texts within her emerging 
rhetorical analysis.  Dr. Dougal will read Christine’s journal reports and meet regularly with her 
for discussion. In the final three weeks, Christine will focus upon the writing of her paper, and 
Dr. Dougal will review her outlines and drafts.  
 
Timeline 
 
Week 1 
Sonja K. Foss, Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice 
Rachel Carson, Silent Spring 



Gene Stratton-Porter, “The Last Passenger Pigeon” 
Per Espen Stoknes, What We Think About When We Try Not To Think About Global Warming 
 (Related interview with Stoknes: Richard Shiffman, “How Can We Make People Care  

About Climate Change?”) 
Due: Weekly journal report 
 
Week 2 
Craig Waddell, And No Birds Sing: Rhetorical Analyses of Rachel Carson’s “Silent Spring” 
Barbara Kingsolver, Flight Behavior 
Lois Gibbs, Love Canal and the Birth of the Environmental Health Movement 
Due: Weekly journal report 
 
Week 3 
Edward Abbey, The Monkey Wrench Gang 
Cheryl Strayed, Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Coast Trail 
Terry Tempest Williams, Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place 
Due: Weekly journal report 
 
Week 4 
Margaret Atwood, Oryx and Crake 
Peter Seidel, 2045: A Story of Our Future 
Philippe Squarzoni, Climate Changed: A Personal Journey through the Science 
Due: Weekly journal report 
 
Week 5 
Bill McKibben, The End of Nature 
Jeff Goodell, The Water Will Come: Rising Seas, Sinking Cities, and the Remaking of the 
          Civilized World 
R Crumb, A Short History of America 
Due: Weekly journal report 
 
Week 6 
Helena Maria Viramontes, Under the Feet of Jesus   
Alan  Weisman, The World Without Us  
Elizabeth Rus, Rising: Dispatches from the New American Shore   
Due: Weekly journal report 
 
Week 7 
Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire 
Colin Beavan, No Impact Man 
Annie Dillard, “Total Eclipse”     
Due: Weekly journal report 
 Preliminary outline of paper 
 



Week 8 
Poems by William Wordsworth, Mary Oliver, and Seamus Heaney 
David Farrier, Anthropocene Poetics: Deep Time, Sacrifice Zones, and Extinction 
John Felstiner, Can Poetry Save the Earth?: A Field Guide to Nature Poems 
Due: Weekly journal report  
 Paper outline and main thesis 
 
Week 9 
Writing of paper 
 
Week 10 
Writing of paper 
 
Describe how the student will be engaged in discipline-appropriate research 
 
Christine’s project reflects a growing disciplinary interest (both in English and Environmental 
Studies) regarding how the communication of environmental knowledge and awareness is 
equally as important as the creation of the knowledge itself.  Rhetorical criticism, an important 
field within English Studies, provides the theoretical framework for the kind of analysis that 
Christine seeks to do within this project.  While Dr. Dougal has reflected this interest with regard 
to teaching (see “Sustainable Communities, Teaching the Environment in the English 
Classroom,” Impact: The Journal of the Center for Interdisciplinary Teaching and Learning Vol. 
5, No. 2, Summer 2016), Christine’s analysis will focus on the rhetoric of environmental writing. 
Christine’s project -- in a fairly new but sadly necessary area of inquiry -- could have real-world 
application for writers who seek to influence their readers’ perceptions regarding climate 
change. 
 
Describe how the work of the student will contribute to the discipline and opportunities the 
student will have to share his or her work with other students, faculty, and the community 
(beyond Scholarship Day) 
 
As I suggest above, Christine’s project could break new ground in the field of rhetorical criticism 
as she applies its theoretical lens to environmental writing from several genres, simultaneously 
considering a range of interdisciplinary perspectives on the important contemporary issue of 
climate change.  Her paper would help inform our own campus community at Scholarship Day 
and at the English Department’s event that highlights the work of our Honors, Independent  
Studies, and SOAR students.  Her paper might also be welcomed for presentation at 
conferences such as the English honors society Sigma Tau Delta’s 2020 International 
Convention or the 2020 NCUR. 
 
 
 
 
 



Application Part 3: Student Statement of Purpose 
Title of Project: Communicating the Environment: Fact, Fiction, Poetics 
Christine Wieder, English Major and Medieval Studies Minor, Spring 2020 
Dr. Theresa Dougal 
 
 I am a junior at Moravian College and an English major and medieval studies minor. 
When I began studying at Moravian in the fall of 2016, I firmly believed that I would be a teacher 
once I graduated. This past summer, however, I taught for Summerbridge, a summer program 
for disadvantaged middle school students who demonstrate academic potential and incredible 
determination. While I enjoyed my overall experience, I concluded that teaching was not for me. 
I wanted a career that focused more on writing, whether that be editing, journalism, or the like. 
Most importantly, however, I wanted to write about an issue (or issues) that was important to 
me.  
 As a result of dropping my education certification, my schedule opened up to allow me to 
explore other interests. I had at least a full semester of possibilities since student teaching was 
no longer happening. When choosing classes for this spring, I knew I needed two more 
electives for my major, so I decided to take Literature and the Way We Live, as well as 
Environmental Writing. I assumed I would not like the latter because the environment was never 
at the top of my list of interests. I recognized the startling effects of climate change and other 
environmental issues, but it was never a topic I was heavily invested in. So, I signed up for the 
class simply because I liked the professor and did not have many other options for electives at 
the time.  
 After spending several weeks in my Environmental Writing class and reading numerous 
texts, I discovered I loved the topic. The content we covered was extremely informative, as well 
as surprisingly poignant. I found myself doing further research on my own time as a result. 
Furthermore, we began discussing the environment in my Literature and the Way We Live 
course as well, reading texts like 2045, speculative fiction that considered what our future may 
look like should we fail to adequately address our current environmental situation.  
 When I first decided that I wanted to participate in a SOAR project, I knew I wanted to 
combine my lifelong love for literature with my newfound interest in environmental studies. 
However, I was unsure how to design a project that incorporated both, given that the humanities 
and the sciences are on different ends of the spectrum. How could I, an English Major, 
contribute to the conversation on climate change?  
 I decided that I could write about it, like many others have. However, instead of directly 
addressing what the issues are, how they are affecting the world, what we can do to mitigate 
these effects, etc., I determined that I could accomplish all three by analyzing how 
environmental writers formulate their pieces, as well as how certain choices they make (style, 
word choice, appeals to emotion/logic, etc.,) affect their readers’ understanding of, feelings 
towards, and engagement in the environment. That is, how does creative writing communicate 
climate change? How do the arts argue for action, just as our daily news reports do, and are 
these arguments effective?  
 I believe this project will be immensely beneficial, not just for me but for other students. 
In participating in a SOAR project, I will have the opportunity to delve deeper into subjects I am 
passionate about while simultaneously exploring how these subjects intersect and impact the 



discourse on environmental issues. I will be able to combine my background in English with my 
interest in environmental issues, bringing two disciplines that unfortunately do not cross often 
enough together. My ability to analyze, evaluate, synthesize, and critique will be crucial in 
completing this project, given that my goal is to determine the effectiveness of environmental 
literature; these are all skills that I have developed over the course of studying as an English 
major. I will also have the chance to hone my rhetorical analysis skills, a vital practice given that 
I wish to enter journalism. In analyzing how successful and impactful other writers are and the 
techniques they use to achieve specific effects, I will have better knowledge of how to make my 
own writing achieve the effect I intend.  

This project may also inspire interest in other students as well. In looking at 
environmental issues through a creative lens, I may illustrate the environment as more 
interesting to those students outside of the science discipline. Consequently, students may 
become more active in advocating for the environment, as well as inspired to live a more 
sustainable life as I have. Similarly, those students who are already familiar with the sciences 
and environmental issues may recognize and appreciate how those in the arts contribute to a 
topic they are equally passionate about.  
 Overall, my ultimate goals in participating in this project are to expose myself to a variety 
of environmental literature (nonfiction, fiction, and poetry), analyze how authors’ rhetorical 
strategies communicate climate change and whether or not those strategies are effective, 
combine literature and the environment to achieve an interdisciplinary approach, demonstrate to 
others in the humanities that their skill sets are beneficial within the sciences, show those in the 
sciences that the arts are able to argue for climate change, and inspire the community to 
advocate for a better, cleaner, healthier, and happier world.  
 
 
 


