
ESM 437:  Writing Skills for Environmental Professionals 
“The art of writing is the art of discovering what you believe” - Gustav Flaubert 

 
🍎Instructor: Alexandra Phillips (she/her)  
💌 Email: alexandra_phillips@brenucsb.edu  ​

​ 🏢Office: Bren Hall 4426 
📅Office Hours: Wednesdays, 4-5 pm 
⏱️Class Time: Mondays, 12:15-1:45 pm 
🏫Class Location: Bren Hall 1510 

🍏TA: Isabella Pucker (she/her) 
💌 Email: ipucker@ucsb.edu ​
🏢Office: Bren Hall 1016 
📅Office Hours: By Appointment 
⏱️Section Time: Fridays,  9-11:30 am / 12-2:30 pm 
🏫Section Location: Bren Hall 1510 

 
I.​ Course Description 

This ten-week, graduate-level course is an intensive survey of writing skills students may encounter in 
environmental jobs. Weekly lectures will focus on key types of environmental writing, ranging from 
technical to creative, with target audiences across members of the public, scientists, and policymakers. 
Each week, students are expected to read and reflect on examples of effective environmental writing, 
practice free writing activities, and come to labs with drafts ready for peer feedback. Weekly writing 
assignments will match the lecture and readings' theme, spanning policy memos to environmental poems 
to social media posts to grant proposals. This class is a space for experimenting with and polishing diverse 
forms of environmental writing. Through peer and instructor feedback, students will slowly build a 
portfolio of polished writing pieces, which they will submit at the end of the quarter in place of a final. 

 
II.​ Eligibility 

This class has no prerequisites and is open to any graduate students at the Bren School, including the 
MESM, MEDS, and PhD programs. Priority for enrollment will be given to MESM students. This course is 
eligible for units towards the optional MESM Environmental Communication Focus. If additional space is 
available, graduate students from other departments may join the class. Undergraduates must petition to 
enroll. To do so, please send a copy of your unofficial transcript and the completed UCSB form to the 
instructor, cc-ing academics@bren.ucsb.edu. This course is ESM 437, and the enrollment code is 21709.  

 
III.​ Learning Goals 

​ By the end of this course, students will be able to:  
●​ 🔎 Identify aspects of effective environmental writing by diverse authors 
●​ 📚 Translate environmental science stories into various written formats  
●​ 🖼️ Strategically reframe environmental messages for different audiences 
●​ 🌎 Plan, research, and write a proposal for an environmental project 
●​ 🎨 Use creative rhetorical devices to drive emotional responses 
●​ 📝 Refine written products by giving and receiving critical feedback 
●​ 💼 Create an initial science writing portfolio with multiple pieces 

 
IV.​ Inclusion Statement  

Every student has a unique background and perspective. As a classroom, we should strive for an inclusive 
atmosphere that respects this diversity. Everyone is expected to adhere to the Bren School Code of 
Conduct (pg 31-34) and the UCSB Code of Conduct. While taking this class, we ask students to: 

●​ Provide fellow students with feedback that is kind, thoughtful, and constructive 
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●​ Respect peers by actively participating in group discussions during section and class  
●​ Share your own values, experiences, and beliefs, but remain open to the views of others 
●​ Communicate respectfully (in disagreements, challenging the idea, not the person) 
●​ Share responsibility for including all voices in group discussions (step up, step back) 
●​ Avoid playing devil’s advocate for the sake of conflict; ask genuine questions for genuine answers  

 
V.​ Accessibility Statement  

Students with disabilities may request academic accommodations for assignments online through the 
UCSB Disabled Students Program at http://dsp.sa.ucsb.edu/. Please make your requests for 
accommodations through the online system as early in the quarter as possible to ensure proper 
arrangements; for certain accommodations, DSP requires at least 10 days' notice. 
 

VI.​ Course Materials 
This is a 4-unit course, which equates to ~12 hours of work per week. With 4 hours of class each week, 
students are expected to spend ~8 hours each week on reading and writing. Please note that we will skip 
class during Thanksgiving week (November 24th) and during finals week (December 10th). However, we 
will meet on the first Friday of the quarter (September 26th) to prepare for the first week’s assignment.  

​  

🔢 Week 📅Dates ✅ Topics & Assignment 🔗 Links 

💬Week Zero: 
Interviewing Skills 

September 25 - 
September 26 

●​ Course policies & schedule 
●​ Tips for conducting interviews 
●​ Assignment: classmate interview 

●​ No lecture this week! 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

✏️Week One: 
Elements of Writing 

September 29 - 
October 3 

●​ Vocabulary, composition, voice 
dialogue, and editing tips 

●​ Assignment: student spotlight 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

🧬Week Two: 
Translating Science 

October 6 - 
October 10 

●​ Translating abstracts to articles 
●​ Metaphors, jargon, & audience 
●​ Assignment: science blog post 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

📑Week Three: 
Literature Reviews 

October 13 - 
October 17 

●​ Paper management w/Zotero 
●​ AI tools for literature reviews 
●​ Assignment: annotated sources 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

💰Week Four: ​
Grant Writing 

October 20 - 
October 24 

●​ Problem statement, intellectual 
merit, broader impacts & budget 

●​ Assignment: UCSB proposal 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

📚Week Five:​
Nature Storytelling 

October 27 - 
October 31 

●​ Elements & structure of stories 
●​ Storytelling game by the Moth 
●​ Assignment: nature nonfiction 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 
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📱Week Six: ​
Social Media Writing  

November 3 - 
November 7 

●​ Countering misinformation 
●​ Social media writing styles 
●​ Assignment: IG & LinkedIn post 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

🔮Week Seven: 
Climate Fiction 

November 10 - 
November 14 

●​ Impacts of climate fiction 
●​ Characters, plot, & tension 
●​ Assignment: dystopia or utopia 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

🏛️Week Eight: ​
Policy Writing 

November 17 - 
November 21 

●​ Types of policy documents 
●​ Beyond information deficit 
●​ Assignment: 2035 policy memo 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

🌿Week Ten: ​
Environmental Poetry 

December 1  - 
December 5 

●​ Impacts of climate fiction 
●​ Characters, plot, & tension 
●​ Assignment: nature poem 

●​ Lecture slides 
●​ Section slides 
●​ Weekly assignment 

 
VII.​ Specifications Grading  

This class will implement an alternative grading approach called specifications (or “specs”) grading. 
Specifications grading is “An alternative grading method where instructors create a list of specifications that 
describe the qualities and characteristics of a successful submission for an assignment. Student work is 
graded holistically based on those specifications, earning a single mark: “Satisfactory” or “Not Yet”. Students  
have the chance to use feedback by revisiting and resubmitting for full credit.” (Clark et al. 2023). In ESM 437,  
your final letter grade is the highest level for which you meet all of the following specifications: 

 

💯Letter​
Grade 

✏️Writing 
Assignments  

❓Reflection 
Questions  

🙋🏽‍♀️Class 
Participation 

📝Section​
Participation 

📘Final​
Portfolio  

A Satisfactory on  
9/9 writing 
assignments 

Satisfactory on  
9/10 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
9/9 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
9/10 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
3/3 final 
portfolio items  

B Satisfactory on  
7-8/9 writing 
assignments 

Satisfactory on  
7-8/10 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
8/9 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
8/10 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
2/3 final 
portfolio items  

C Satisfactory on  
5-6/9 writing 
assignments 

Satisfactory on  
5-6/10 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
7/9 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
7/10 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
1/3 final 
portfolio items  

F Satisfactory on  
<4 writing 
assignments 

Satisfactory on  
<4 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
<6 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
<6 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
0/3 final 
portfolio items  

 

(+) Satisfactory on 10/10 reflection 
questions sets or 10/10 section 
participations, and 4 portfolio items 

(-) Unsatisfactory on 1+ reflection questions 
or writing assignment by submitting >12 
hours late without the use of a token 
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🪙Tokens: Life happens. In specifications grading, tokens represent flexibility. Every student in ESM 437 
begins with two tokens. There will be no additional tokens. For unexpected absences or illnesses, you 
should rely on the token system. Tokens may also be used if you are traveling, feeling overwhelmed, or just 
need extra space. Whatever the reason, you don’t need to explain — tokens are yours to use without 
questions asked. Unused tokens simply expire at the end of the quarter. Tokens may be exchanged at any 
point during the course by submitting this Google Form for:  

●​ One “satisfactory” on class participation  
●​ One “satisfactory” on section participation  

●​ 72-hour extension for reflection questions 
●​ 72-hour extension for writing assignment 

 
VIII.​ Specifications Rubrics 

One of the tenets of specifications grading is clear expectations. Students must meet all listed specs to 
receive a Satisfactory grade on that work. If you meet some but not all, you will receive a Not Yet, which you 
can elevate through re-submission (see “paths to redemption” below). Note that for the weekly writing 
assignments and final portfolio, specifications are included in each assignment.  

 

 ❓Reflection Questions 🙋🏽‍♀️Class Participation 📝 Section Participation 

Satisfactory ​ Answers all three 
reflection questions 

​ Submits reflection 
questions on time 

​ ~150-word or more 
answers per question 

​ Written clearly, correct 
grammar & spelling 

​ Answers all prompts in 
each question 

​ Integrates quotes or 
concepts from reading 

​ Arrives on time or warns 
ahead of tardiness 

​ Participates in all free 
write exercises  

​ Offers to share their 
perspective in class 

​ Remains engaged 
throughout entire class 

​ Listens actively when 
peers are speaking 

​ Acts respectfully to 
peers, instructor, & TA 

​ Arrives on time or warns 
ahead of tardiness 

​ Integrates reading 
concepts in group chats 

​ Provides constructive 
feedback to peers 

​ Comes with printed 
drafts for peer feedback 

​ Remains engaged 
throughout section 

​ Acts respectfully to 
peers, instructor, & TA 

 
●​ 🔄Paths to Redemption: Another tenet of specs grading is that students have opportunities to 

demonstrate growth and receive credit. Paths to redemption are outlined below for each type of 
assignment. As a reminder, if you do not attend class or do not submit an assignment without 
communication/tokens, you will receive an Unsatisfactory, which is not eligible for redemption.  

○​ ❓Reflection questions: Students who receive a Not Yet may revise and resubmit their 
answers by Monday at midnight that week to elevate their grade to a Satisfactory. 

○​ 🙋🏽‍♀️Class Participation: Students who receive a Not Yet may attend office hours with the 
instructor within one week to reflect on their participation and set goals for improvement. 

○​ 📝Section Participation: Students who receive a Not Yet may attend office hours with the 
teaching assistant within one week to reflect on their participation and peer review.  

○​ ✏️Writing Assignments: Students who receive a Not Yet may revise and resubmit their 
answers by the following Thursday at midnight to elevate their grade to a Satisfactory. 

○​ 📘Final Portfolio: Students have until the end of finals week to submit and resubmit their 
portfolio items until they reach Satisfactory on the number of items they desire.  

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdoma5D70QGG3F-J0eIVmu4LukbCBh3s00yDjGmld0SCdNlnQ/viewform


IX.​ Weekly Schedule 
Below is an example calendar for two weeks in a row of ESM 437 to illustrate deadlines, grading, and token 
extensions. This class is fast-paced, with new writing and reflection assignments each week. On the left 
side is the current week of class; on the right side is the overlapping grading, extension, and resubmission 
schedule for the next week. Staying on top of the schedule is essential. If you fall behind, Not Yet grades 
will trigger resubmission windows, which can quickly pile up alongside the next week’s work. I will help 
you stay on top of deadlines by communicating with you via Canvas and grading quickly. The best way to 
stay ahead is to hit the specs early. Consider using peer review and office hours to strengthen your drafts!  
 
Monday 
🙋🏽‍♀️Class in Bren Hall 1510, 12:15-1:45 pm 

●​ Bring a writing utensil and/or laptop 
●​ Active learning & free writing  
●​ Class participation graded by 5 pm ​

 
Tuesday 
✏️ Suggested writing day 

●​ Students work on drafts 
●​ Apply concepts from the lecture 
●​ Potentially start class readings  

 
​ Wednesday 

🏢 Office hours in Bren Hall 4426, 4-5 pm 
●​ Continue writing and reading 
●​ Suggested revision day for drafts 
●​ Optional feedback in office hours 

 
​ Thursday 

📚 Suggested reading and reflection day 
●​ Finish assigned readings 
●​ Suggested revision day for drafts 
●​ Weekly reflection questions due 

 
​ Friday 

📝Section in Bren Hall 1510 9-11:30/12-2:30 
●​ Printed copies for peer review 
●​ Section participation graded by 5 pm  
●​ Weekly writing assignment due 

 

Following Monday 
✅ Grades posted on Canvas 

●​ Reflections due for token extensions 
●​ Class participation graded by 5 pm  
●​ Resubmissions due for Not Yet reflections​

 
Following Tuesday 
↪️ Resubmissions day 

●​ Token extended and resubmitted reflection 
question graded and posted on Canvas 

●​ Writing assignments due for Token extensions 
 
Following Wednesday 
🏢 Office hours in Bren Hall 4426, 4-5 pm 

●​ Opportunity to elevate Not Yet participations 
to Satisfactory from the previous week 

●​ Token extended writing assignments graded 
 
Following Thursday 
↪️ Resubmissions day 

●​ Resubmissions due for Not Yet writing 
assignments from the previous week 

●​ Participation grades edited from office hours 
 
Following Friday 
✅ Grades posted on Canvas 

●​ Resubmitted writing assignments graded 
●​ All work from the previous week is officially 

closed for resubmissions & grades posted 

X.​ Printing Resources  
Each week, students are expected to bring three printed copies of their draft to the section for peer review. 
Although printing does have an environmental cost, I believe there’s value in working with physical drafts: 
seeing feedback in writing, stepping away from the screen, and engaging more deeply with edits. For Bren 
students, there are multiple printers available for you to use. Note that the Oreo black and white printer in 
the student room uses recycled paper. Students from other departments are encouraged to use campus 
resources like GauchoPrint. If you are having trouble printing, please email compute@bren.ucsb.edu. 
Please do not rely on the instructor or TA to print materials, but let us know if you need assistance.  
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XI.​ AI Policy  
AI can be a useful writing tool, but the use of generative AI (e.g., ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini) to outline, draft, 
write, or rewrite course assignments, free writes, and reflection questions is not permitted. The purpose of 
this course is to help you build your own professional writing voice, which cannot be outsourced. 
Generative AI also uses large amounts of electricity and water, and its benefits must be carefully weighed 
against environmental costs. For all assignments, students are required to disclose their use of AI tools, 
including any prompts used. Students are allowed to use AI tools for specific tasks, like checking 
grammatical mistakes with Grammarly or transcribing interviews with Otter. The examples below 
highlight appropriate and inappropriate use of AI for ESM 437. Students will receive a written warning if 
there is evidence that generative AI is used against these course policies. Repeated improper use of AI will 
be treated as academic dishonesty and may result in disciplinary action following a campus report.  

 
✅ Acceptable uses:  

●​ Using Grammarly to catch common 
errors in voice, syntax, and grammar 

●​ Using AI tools to find papers related 
to the topic of a literature review  

●​ Asking AI to analyze a draft (e.g., 
“Without rewriting, analyze my use of 
passive voice and weak nouns and 
offer suggestions without rewriting.”) 

●​ Recording a classmate interview and 
transcribing the recording with Otter 

❌ Unacceptable uses 
●​ Using Grammarly’s advanced feature to 

rewrite assignments in another style  
●​ Using AI tools to read PDFs of papers and 

write summaries for an annotated outline 
●​ Asking AI to rewrite or rephrase sections of 

your draft (e.g., “Here is a draft of my 
assignment. Please edit my piece, keeping in 
mind use of active voice and strong nouns.”  

●​ Using AI to generate interview questions or 
turn transcripts into anecdotes for writing 

 
XII.​ Instructional Team  

Alexandra (“Alex”) Phillips is an Assistant Teaching Professor in Environmental Communication at UCSB’s 
Bren School of Environmental Science & Management. A chemical oceanographer by training, she earned 
her PhD in organic geochemistry from Caltech, where she studied aquatic carbon and sulfur cycling. In 
parallel, Alex developed a passion for making science more impactful and beautiful, working as a 
professional graphic designer, photographer, and science communicator. After a postdoc with the Large 
Lakes Observatory, she transitioned into full-time communication and policy, leading communications for 
the National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthesis (NCEAS) and serving as a climate policy fellow for 
U.S. Senator Alex Padilla. At Bren, she directs the Environmental Communication focus in the Master of 
Environmental Science and Management (MESM) program and leads the Phillips Environmental 
Communication Lab, which studies the intersection of ocean science, social science, and data science.  
 
Bella Pucker is a second-year Master’s in Environmental Science & Management student at the Bren 
School. In February of 2022, Bella graduated from Middlebury College in Vermont, where she received her 
Bachelor's degree in Environmental Studies with a focus in Psychology. Bella's undergraduate thesis 
explored the social and psychological factors that underlie climate migration considerations for residents 
of Hawaii.  Following graduation, Bella joined the Policy Team at Conservation International, where she 
worked to advance policies that promote people-centered conservation. At the Bren School, Bella is 
specializing in Environmental Policy to deepen her understanding of the complex political processes, 
across all levels of government, required to pass environmental legislation. During the summer between 

 

https://www.grammarly.com/
https://get.otter.ai/interview-transcription/?utm_source=google_ads&utm_medium=search&utm_term=transcribe%20speech%20to%20text%20free-p&utm_campaign=search-prospecting-consumer-nonbrand-transcription-phrase&hsa_acc=6047463090&hsa_cam=17218937187&hsa_grp=138258109324&hsa_ad=625426675395&hsa_src=g&hsa_tgt=kwd-355981551790&hsa_kw=transcribe%20speech%20to%20text%20free&hsa_mt=p&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ver=3&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=17218937187&gbraid=0AAAAAC70_S5CUtaHrfRF0UzbYtfu1lzk9&gclid=Cj0KCQjw5onGBhDeARIsAFK6QJYcXW3INV1Yke5NMQ2BUtw_-OjH0xAYKVaGALXYO1xU1ZCO_ijouv0aAv4qEALw_wcB


her first and second year at Bren, Bella interned with the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change in Bonn, Germany. This internship gave Bella the opportunity to get a glimpse into the 
inner workings of the international policymaking system. Bella is also pursuing the Strategic 
Environmental Communication focus to learn about effective tools for science and policy messaging to 
both policymakers and the broader public. 
 

 
 
 

 


