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On the basis of the orientation to environmental issues given in Environmental 
Transformations you should first decide on a broad environmental concern that interests 
you. Then, do some research to find a controversy over a policy in that area.  
 
Policy 

• By “policy,” I mean a rule or regulation put forward by some unit of 
government, at the federal, state or local level, that deals with the human 
interaction with the environment. 

o This can be as broad as a law, or can be narrower, like a rule issued by an 
agency.  

o You must be able to identify whose policy you are working on. 

• For example, there might currently be proposals to revise an existing policy due 
to the change in administrations in the federal government.  

• Or, you might know about a policy issue in your home town, or at the state level. 

• You may work on policies that have an international aspect.  
o In general these must be issued by a US unit of government (federal, state 

or local). 
o You may, however, work on a decision by a US unit of government to 

participate in an international agreement establishing an international 
policy. 

• It is preferable for you to work on a policy issue that is open, i.e. where a 
decision has not been made. But you may work on a case from the past if that is 
most interesting to you. 

 
Controversy 

• You must work on a policy that is generating (or previously generated) 
controversy—i.e. where there is substantial disagreement over whether the 
policy should or should not be adopted. 

• You should work on a controversy where disagreement is over both values and 
information. In general,  

o disagreement over values involves disagreement over whether the 
outcomes sought by the policy, or the means for obtaining those 
outcomes, are morally acceptable. 

o disagreement over information can involve disagreement over whether 
the policy outcome actually does conform with a moral value (e.g. actually 
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will improve human well-being), or whether the means proposed by the 
policy will actually lead to that outcome. 

• Although there may be many sides to the controversy, you should focus on what 
you take to be the two most important (and most directly opposed) sides. 

• You should be able to identify actual parties (individuals and/or groups) who 
advocate for the two main sides. (As appropriate, one of the sides may be the 
governmental agency proposing the policy.) 

 
Research 

• You should search for possible topics however you like—with web searches, 
consulting friends or other teachers, or using personal knowledge. 

• However, you must present the topic with at least one reputable and neutral 
source of information—most likely a story by a news organization. 

o A reputable source is one that is known for gathering information 
(relevant to this assignment) and presenting it truthfully, and which 
demonstrates its commitment to maintaining that reputation, for example 
by making clear the sources of its information. 

▪ National news organizations (e.g. the broadcast and cable news 
networks, NPR, the New York Times, the Washington Post, the 
Wall Street Journal, USA Today, Time Magazine) are good 
examples. 

▪ A publication from an advocacy organization (e.g. an 
environmentalist group or a trade association) can certainly be 
reputable. But you must be sure that, for your purposes, it is also 
neutral. 

o A neutral source is a story that presents the facts of the policy directly, and 
distinguishes its reporting from its expression of its point of view. 

▪ A news story which reports on the facts and also on the 
controversy about them counts as a neutral source. 

▪ Note: a reputable publication might include opinion pieces about 
the policy—these would not count as neutral (even if you learn 
about the policy issue from them). 

▪ A story from an advocacy organization might present the facts of 
the policy neutrally—but you must be aware of how it might frame 
them in light of its point of view. 

• Once you find a source that provides an overview of your topic (at least about 
the policy, but ideally about the controversy as well), you must also find 
additional sources as follows: 

o You must find a “primary” statement about the policy, e.g. a press release 
from the agency, or an official listing of a proposed rule. 

o You must find statements made by (or other information about) the 
parties to the controversy over the policy. 

o You are encouraged to follow leads provided by your main source to find 
this further information. 
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Once you have completed your research you should describe your topic in a three 
paragraph statement, which covers the following points: 
 
Paragraph 1 

• Summarize the policy you will write about. 
o Present the stated purpose of the policy. 
o Describe the specific, concrete changes in the human relationship with the 

environment the policy entails. 
o Explain what agency is involved, and whether it is proposing a law, a 

rule, or some other type of regulation. 
o You should quote from and/or cite (and link to) your main source, and 

also the “primary” statement about the policy. 

• Present your own (initial) opinion on the significance of this policy: why do you 
think it is important? 

 
Paragraph 2 

• Summarize the controversy over the policy. 
o State what you take to be the main point of disagreement. 
o Present the support for the policy. 

▪ Identify the individual or group you found in your research who 
favors the policy, and characterize their general position. Indicate 
why they think the policy is a good idea. (Include links as 
appropriate.) 

▪ If possible provide a relevant quote (from either your main source, 
or your further research—link as appropriate). 

o Present the opposition to the policy. 
▪ Identify the individual or group you found in your research who 

oppose the policy, and characterize their general position. Indicate 
why they think the policy is a bad idea. (Include links as 
appropriate.) 

▪ If possible provide a relevant quote (from either your main source, 
or your further research—link as appropriate). 

 
Paragraph 3 

• Conclude with a brief (2-3 sentence) statement of your initial personal opinion on 
the policy. 

o You may be for it, against it, or undecided—wherever you stand, indicate 
your reasons for you position. 

o You are not committed to maintaining this view. You may very well change 
your opinion as you learn more about the topic. 

 
  



 4 

You should compose your proposal in Word (or save it in Word format), using 1” 
margins, 12 pt type, and double spacing (as if you were going to print it out).  
 
In class on Friday, Sept. 29 you will work with other students to review each other’s 
proposals. Thus you should have a draft ready by that morning. You will read each 
other’s work on your websites. Thus, you should copy the text of your draft proposal 
and paste it into the home page of your website. (You may need to create a new page, 
and set it as the home page.) You should incorporate links to your sources, and if 
possible include appropriate photographs or other visual materials. Your draft page 
should be ready by 10:00 AM on Sept. 29. 
 
In class on Sept. 29 I will form groups based on your topics, and you will comment on 
each other’s proposals. You will then have the weekend to revise. You should make 
sure that any changes you make in your proposal are reflected in both your original 
Word file, and in your web page. 
 
You will submit the final version of your work to the dropbox on Canvas (click the link 
in the calendar box for Oct. 2) so that it runs through TurnItIn. As soon as possible I will 
make comments and approve or disapprove of your proposal (if the latter you will need 
to resubmit a revised version).  
 
When your project is complete, your proposal (revised as necessary) will function as the 
introduction. 
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