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Environmental History 
Dr. Neil Oatsvall 
Arkansas School for Mathematics, Sciences, and the Arts 
Spring 2017, Period 2 
 
Humans have long recognized that the natural world affects our lives. That idea did not 
get systematically studied until the later decades of the twentieth century. This class will 
study that field and ask the following key questions: 
 

1. What is environmental history? Where should we draw its intellectual borders? 
2. How do we define complicated terms and ideas like nature? Environment? 

Wilderness? 
3. How has the natural world affected human history (and vice-versa)? 

 
This class has a bit of a “choose your own adventure” flavor. The instructor will dictate 
topics and readings for the first several weeks, but after that the course will be determined 
largely by student interests. The field of environmental history is so broad that it cannot 
be covered in one semester (or even several). Because of this, we will pick and choose 
the topics and themes that interest us as a class. 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES: 
 

1. Be able to define terms like “environmental history,” “nature,” etc. 
2. Demonstrate the ability to craft an historical narrative of how humans and the 

natural world have interacted historically and provide relevant examples. 
3. Develop a writing style appropriate to fulfill the above objectives 

 
Possible topics (in environmental history—not an exhaustive list): 
Warfare; Technology; Specific geographies (ex. U.S. South, U.S. West, Asia, etc.); 
Specific time periods (ex. colonial period, 20th century, etc.); Specific parts of the Earth 
(ex. hydrosphere, lithosphere, etc.); Health/Disease; Animals; Politics; Urban/Suburban 
areas; Forests; Race/Gender/Class; Agriculture/Food 
 
ASSIGNMENTS: 
 
Short Papers (25%): Every few weeks you will have due a one-page paper. The topics 
will be related to class material. The point of the papers is to develop an argument and 
support it with relevant examples within the one page. Standard formatting required: 
double spaced, 1” margins, a standard font. 
 
Book Review (20%): You will work with the instructor to help select a book that interests 
you. After that you will write a 3-5 page paper that effectively summarizes the book, 
analyzes its strengths and weaknesses, and discusses the book as a work of environmental 
history. Standard formatting required: double spaced, 1” margins, a standard font. Due 3 
April 2017. 
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Presentation (10%): At least one day, you will lead the class. You will work with me to 
select the readings of your choice, come up with discussion questions, and lead 
discussion that day. I will work with you on this. 
 
Final Paper (25%): You will work with the instructor to select a topic for your final paper 
that demonstrates the comprehensive understanding you have gained of environmental 
history throughout the semester. A successful paper will: be 5-7 pages, have a strong 
argument, support it with many, diverse examples from the course materials and our class 
discussions, and be well written. Standard formatting required: double spaced, 1” 
margins, a standard font. Due during scheduled exam period. 
 
Participation (20%): Showing up to class prepared (readings done) and being involved in 
discussions matters. Readings/assignments are due on the days they are listed. 
 
ALL OTHER POLICIES, including DISABILITIES AND LATE WORK  
 
See the student handbook. 
 
TUTORING 
 
Tutoring hours are on Wednesdays: during fifth period and from 12:00-12:45pm. 
Tutoring can also occur by appointment. If possible, please notify faculty member 
of your intention to come to tutoring at any of these times.  
 


