
ESM 438: Public Speaking Skills for Environmental Professionals Syllabus 
“There are only two types of speakers in the world: those who are nervous and those who are liars” - Mark Twain 

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

​ 🏢Office: Bren Hall 4426 
📅Office Hours: Wednesdays, 4:00-5:00 pm 
⏱️Class Time: Mondays, 3:30-4:45 pm 
🏫Class Location: Bren Hall 1414 

🍎Teaching Assistant: Michelle Mohr (she/her) 
💌 Email: michelledmohr@ucsb.edu   
🏢Office: Bren Hall 3031 
📅Office Hours: By Appointment 
⏱️Lab Time: Fridays, 9-11:30 am or 12-2:30 pm 
🏫Lab Location: Bren Hall 1424 

 
I.​ Course Description​

This ten-week, graduate-level course is an intensive survey of public speaking skills students may encounter in 
environmental jobs. Weekly lectures will focus on elements of presentations, including narrative structure, 
slide design, presenting data, and answering questions, as well as other speaking skills like podcasts or 
pitches. Each week, students are expected to watch and reflect on examples of effective environmental public 
speaking, ranging from public TED talks to scientific presentations. Students will also join weekly sections for 
public speaking practice. A focus throughout the course will be on building a 10-minute scientific presentation. 

Through peer and instructor feedback, students will slowly build a collection of polished pieces for a public 
speaking portfolio, which they will submit at the end of the quarter in place of a final exam.  

 
II.​ Learning Goals  

​ By the end of this course, students will be able to:  
●​ 🔎 Identify aspects of effective & ineffective environmental public speaking  
●​ 🗣️Improve comfort in speaking to live audiences with improv techniques 
●​ 🎙️ Translate environmental science stories into various spoken formats 
●​ 🌎Outline and build presentations about environmental science topics 
●​ 🎨 Create compelling slide decks using best practices in design  
●​ 🖼️ Strategically reframe environmental messages for different audiences 
●​ 📝 Refine science presentations from peer and instructor feedback  
●​ 💼 Create an initial public speaking portfolio with multiple pieces 

 
III.​ Graduate 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 and is recommended for second years 
to prepare for publics. If additional space is available, graduate students from other departments may join.  

 
IV.​ Undergraduate Petitions  

As long as there is space in the course, I welcome motivated undergraduate students from across campus. To 
enroll, submit a petition to join a graduate class. To do so, please email me (alexandra_phillips@ucsb.edu) a 
copy of your unofficial transcripts so I can check eligibility (B or above in 12 units of upper-division courses, 
GPA above 3.0). In the same email, please attach a completed petition form. The course subject is “ESM” and 
the number is “438”. To enroll in the Friday morning (9 to 11:30 am) section, use enrollment code #56838. For 
the afternoon (12 to 2:30 pm), use enrollment code #56846. For the grade option, you should enter either 
“letter” or “pass/no pass.” The class is 4 units, and my instructor number is 49. Add “Alexandra Phillips” for the 

mailto:alexandra_phillips@bren.ucsb.edu
mailto:michelledmohr@ucsb.edu
mailto:alexandra_phillips@ucsb.edu
https://registrar.ext-prod.sa.ucsb.edu/sites/default/files/2024-11/Undergrad%20Take%20Grad%20Course_PDF%20mod.pdf


instructor's name.  Once I review your transcripts, I will sign the form and pass it to the next stage of approval. 
Please note that this process requires multiple signatures from high-up administrators across colleges. It is 
largely procedural, but it can take multiple weeks or even a month. Please be patient: every undergraduate I 
have done this with ends up in the class! We will start submitting forms to the registrar after the first pass 
period ends. If you are concerned about the status of your petition, you can call or email the registrar’s office.  
 

V.​ 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 
●​ 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  

 
VI.​ 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. 

 
VII.​ Class Schedule 

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 assignments. Please note that we have multiple 
Monday holidays this quarter (Week 3 on January 19 and Week 7 on February 16). For those days, we will post 
a video lecture online. For MESM students, the Week 3 section also conflicts with faculty reviews; students are 
welcome to attend either the morning or afternoon section that week, just let us know if you are switching.  
 

🔢 Week 📅Dates ✅ Topics & Assignment 🔗 Links 

💬Week One: 
Elements of Speaking 

January 5 - 
January 9 

●​ Tone, pitch, posture & pacing 
●​ Removing filler words (um, like) 
●​ Assignment: movie monologue 

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

🛗Week Two: 
Elevator Pitches 

January 12 - 
January 16 

●​ And, But, Therefore framework 
●​ Practice removing jargon 
●​ Assignment: elevator pitch 

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

🎨Week Three: ​
Slide Design   

January 19 - 
January 23 

●​ Typography, color schemes, etc. 
●​ Outlining with action titles 
●​ Assignment: draft slide deck 

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

https://registrar.sa.ucsb.edu/home
https://bren.ucsb.edu/media/4038/download
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1AJXtx-zYL37ZnDYrOkAJM4al2Igut9SNZj4L9iQoJeU/edit?usp=sharing
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZKVQWBpqwg7UoanXKy3db5K98phFI1jNP1g8YugsOJw/edit?usp=sharing
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📊Week Four:  
Presenting Data  

January 26 - 
January 30 

●​ Annotations & animations 
●​ Figures in reports vs talks  
●​ Assignment: first half of talk 

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

❓Week Five:  ​
Answering Questions 

February 2 - 
February 6 

●​ Tactics for managing Q&As  
●​ Fielding aggressive questions  
●​ Assignment: second half w/Q&A 

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

📝Week Six:​
Podcasting Part 1 

February 9 - 
February 13 

●​ Popularity of science podcasts  
●​ Audio storytelling methods 
●​ Assignment: podcast script 

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

🎙️Week Seven: ​
Podcasting Part 2 

February 16 -  
February 20 

●​ Making episodes with Descript 
●​ Adding music to audio files 
●​ Assignment: podcast episode 

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

📚Week Eight: 
Nature Storytelling 

February 23 - 
February 27 

●​ Storytelling improvisation game 
●​ Tension, characters, & humor  
●​ Assignment: storytelling roulette 

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

🏛️Week Nine: ​
Negotiation Tactics 

March 2 - 
March 6 

●​ Arguing positions vs. interests  
●​ Developing your BATNA 
●​ Assignment: mock negotiation 

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

⚡️Week Ten: ​
Flash Talks  

March 9 -  
March 13 

●​ Slide design with one slide 
●​ Short format storytelling 
●​ Assignment: three-minute talk 

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

🎉 Finals Week: 
Speaking Portfolio 

March 16 -  
March 20 

●​ Refining portfolio items 
●​ Creating Journo website 
●​ Assignment: speaking portfolio 

●​ Final portfolio 
assignment 

●​ Course evaluation 

 
​ * Lectures will be recorded and posted online due to the MLK/Presidents Day holidays 

**Students presenting their faculty reviews are welcome to attend either section this week 
 
VIII.​ 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 438, your final 
letter grade is not the percentage that appears on Canvas! Instead, your final letter grade is the highest level 
for which you meet all of the following specifications listed below: 
 

 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1xDkvF3A4zY8iKT1wzR0jEVRL4CoLlGbYSMH_UFScPBU/edit?usp=sharing
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1QpPWEFywzGFidRrJxSa2I_DqMZddVV9FW6B-IJZfvA4/edit?usp=sharing
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1DCb7HlC2FkYer6jHzskIeWWFUWmJtgvUEoh3lqYSL6M/edit?usp=sharing
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/10qdzXVYTU-8e3Zj0ULIaZbzYlZqffpAqw-kvrxEUfls/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1pmI-gdxIQxmB5IGfjqYPRo9aW0BwVZLfK43Ji87XwTI/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1aKL2kuHsas3dQNuCu-zVkYdCHHVtAbNU_c_NdgcbcwE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1g_EQ9Yu3HlQPR2UMk2lTH3P784d1rKxxzuWpU8G4nDE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1FIfBqmbbSyHWYK3taryP0zIs7UPk0CilSiT3K06giEQ/edit?usp=sharing
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NO-ZGU0VcYH5SOVluNGhznEbgrkw3MuVfHJpW0sY9D8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1uWNZgZBOkljMvQb7lx4eGUMxZHBqjcgiANXUJfshqyU/edit?usp=drive_link
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tFm-9IZ87rqKJmP7LYDavKxpYzWKdHhC71dNVl0burI/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tFm-9IZ87rqKJmP7LYDavKxpYzWKdHhC71dNVl0burI/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.amazon.com/Grading-Growth-Alternative-Practices-Engagement/dp/1642673811


💯Letter​
Grade 

🗣️Speaking 
Assignments 

❓Reflection 
Questions  

🙋🏽‍♀️Class 
Participation 

📝Section​
Participation 

📘Final​
Portfolio  

A Satisfactory on  
9/9 speaking 
assignments 

Satisfactory on  
8/9 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
9/9 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
8/9 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
3/3 final 
portfolio items  

B Satisfactory on  
8/9 speaking 
assignments 

Satisfactory on 
7/9 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
8/9 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
7/9 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
2/3 final 
portfolio items  

C Satisfactory on  
7/9 speaking 
assignments 

Satisfactory on  
6/9 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
7/9 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
6/9 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
1/3 final 
portfolio items  

F Satisfactory on  
<5 speaking 
assignments 

Satisfactory on  
<4 reflection 
question sets 

Satisfactory on  
<6 class 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
<4 section 
participations 

Satisfactory on  
0/3 final 
portfolio items  

 ​   
All passing grades (A, B & C) can be modified with a (+) or (-) based on the following criteria:  
 

(+) Satisfactory on 9/9 reflection 
questions sets or 9/9 section 
participations, and 4 portfolio items 

(-) Unsatisfactory on 2+ reflection questions 
or writing assignment by submitting >12 
hours late without the use of a token 

 
🪙Tokens: Life happens. In specifications grading, tokens represent flexibility. Every student in ESM 438 
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 question 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 

IX.​ 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. All assignments on Canvas 
will be graded out of 2 points: a score of 0 is Unsatisfactory, 1 is Not Yet, and 2 is Satisfactory. 

 

 ❓Reflection Questions 🙋🏽‍♀️Class Participation 📝 Section Participation 

Satisfactory ​ Answers all three 
reflection questions 

​ Submits reflection 
questions on time 

​ Arrives on time or warns 
ahead of tardiness 

​ Participates in all 
classroom exercises 

​ Arrives on time or warns 
ahead of tardiness 

​ Integrates reading 
concepts in group chats 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdkINfCSrWH2RY3PSqA-z_8YPhoahRAFNkR_C8KCGIuJb-8UA/viewform?usp=preview


​ ~100-word or more 
answers per question 

​ Written clearly, correct 
grammar & spelling 

​ Answers all prompts in 
each question 

​ Integrates quotes or 
concepts from readings 

​ Offers to share their 
perspective in class  

​ Remains engaged 
throughout entire class 

​ Listens actively when 
peers are speaking 

​ Acts respectfully to 
peers, instructor, & TA 

​ Provides constructive 
feedback to peers 

​ Comes ready to present 
speaking assignment 

​ 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 
within three days (e.g., graded on Monday, resubmit Thursday) to elevate to a Satisfactory. 

○​ 🙋🏽‍♀️Class Participation: Students who receive a Not Yet may attend office hours with the 
instructor within ~two weeks 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 ~two weeks to reflect on their participation and peer review.  

○​ 🗣️Speaking Assignments: Students who receive a Not Yet may revise and resubmit within 
three days (e.g., graded on Monday, resubmit Thursday) 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.  

 
X.​ Weekly Schedule 

This class is fast-paced, with new speaking assignments and reflection questions each week. Below is an 
example calendar. On Mondays, we meet for class in Bren Hall 1424 between 3:30 to 4:45 pm. On Tuesdays, 
you should be ready to start working on your speaking assignment for the week. If you need feedback, come to 
the instructor's office hours on Wednesday. Thursdays are a good day to work on your readings and recordings 
for the week and answer reflection questions by midnight. On Fridays, you will meet for section, where you 
come ready to present your speaking assignment or participate in the speaking activity. You have until Sunday 
at midnight to submit your draft on Canvas, although feel free to submit it earlier if you want the weekend off. 
If you use a token that week, you get three extra days to submit either your reflection questions or 
assignments. If you receive a Not Yet grade, you have three days from receiving the grade to resubmit.  

 

Mondays Tuesdays Wednesdays Thursdays Fridays Sundays 

🙋🏽‍♀️ Class in BH 
1424 from 
3:30-4:45 pm 

✏️Suggested 
day to work on 
assignments 

🏢 Instructor's 
office hours in 
BH 4426, 4-5 pm 

📚Suggested 
day for doing 
readings  

📝Section in 
Bren Hall 1424 
9-11:30/12-2:30 

🗣️Speaking 
assignments 
due at midnight 

  🪙Assignments 
due for token 
extensions 

🚨Reflections 
questions due 
by midnight 

 🪙Reflections 
due for token 
extensions 

 



XI.​ Generative 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 any course assignment, including reflection questions, is not permitted. The purpose of this 
course is to help you build your own professional communication 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 routine tasks, like checking 
grammatical mistakes with Grammarly, transcribing interviews with Otter, or using filler word removal with 
Descript. 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.  

 
XII.​ Instructional Team 

Teaching Assistant:  Michelle D. Mohr is a PhD student at the Bren School at UC Santa Barbara in Joan 
Dudney’s lab. She broadly studies forest ecology, where she looks at multiple disturbance impacts on forests in 
the Sierra Nevada. Michelle’s research uses tools like dendrochronology (the study of tree rings) to infer how 
climate change and biotic and abiotic disturbances are impacting forest health and resilience.  
 
Instructor: Alexandra (“Alex”) Phillips is an Assistant Teaching Professor in Environmental Communication at 
UC Santa Barbara’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. Alex also leads the Phillips Environmental 
Communication Lab, which studies the intersection of ocean science, social science, and data science. 
 
 
 

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
https://www.descript.com/?pscd=get.descript.com&ps_partner_key=c2VtYW50aWNsYWJz&sid=1-g-Cj0KCQiAubrJBhCbARIsAHIdxD_S8Svk7B1MDha9PyC169FLMETFX2GZwCprvfghLYb_38AxCV6WWDgaAnlBEALw_wcB&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=21950349048&gbraid=0AAAAA-f2029NWE20aslEaYUmvxwgiKgaB&gclid=Cj0KCQiAubrJBhCbARIsAHIdxD_S8Svk7B1MDha9PyC169FLMETFX2GZwCprvfghLYb_38AxCV6WWDgaAnlBEALw_wcB&ps_xid=7HVJviTpwklfda&gsxid=7HVJviTpwklfda&gspk=c2VtYW50aWNsYWJz
https://bren.ucsb.edu/people/michelle-mohr
http://www.alexandraatleephillips.com

