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ABSTRACT

Author: Wallin, Jonathan S. Ph.D.

Institution: Purdue University

Degree Received: December 2016

Title: An Ecology of Place in Composition Studies
Major Professor: Patricia Sullivan

My dissertation, An Ecology of Place in Composition Studies, proposes a place-
based approach to teaching writing in community engagement. My project addresses
contemporary criticisms of ecocomposition by uniting the ecological foundations of the
movement with pedagogical strategies used in philosophy and geography to teach
students about place. Why is this needed? Students going to college resituate themselves,
and often find themselves needing to adjust their compasses to find their place at the
university. This contributes to a longstanding question that has been answered via
rhetorical situation in rhetoric. It offers a practice of inquiry that serves to engage our
students not solely with community partners, but also with the places inhabited by both
the students and the partners they work with. In undertaking an immersive reflection of
these places, students stand to move beyond a superficial consideration of situation and
context, gaining an understanding of the nuance and details that encompass these
ecological relationships.

But it also has a practical origin in that students who are leaving their families and
going to college must renegotiate their understanding of place in order to be successful in
both the writing classroom, and as students and people.

| contend that infusing writing instruction with a study of place is a step towards

helping our students establish an ecological mindset, a mindset which recognizes how our
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actions interact with the actions and reactions of others, ultimately leading to outcomes
that we cannot easily foresee. An ecological mindset favors empathy, understanding, and
an acceptance of our role as constructive members of the communities in which we live.
My dissertation reflects on the importance of an understanding of place in developing

these attitudes as a writer, as a student, and as a citizen.



CHAPTER 1. SEEKING A PEDAGOGY OF PLACE

“Ecocomposition has (already) failed as an intellectual enterprise.”

— Sidney I. Dobrin, Postcomposition

“I have to confess that | feel a certain ambivalence about the notion of ecocomposition.”
—NMarylin Cooper, Foreword to Ecocomposition

Chapter 1, Seeking a Pedagogy of Place, differentiates between space and place,
identifies place as a needed component of rhetorical pedagogy, and forecasts the rest of
the dissertation.

1.1 Place versus Space

Place is often conflated with space, which does damage to students who are
seeking to reorient themselves to the routines and habits of practice necessitated by the
demands of university life. This project aims to develop a writing curriculum based on
place. At its heart, it is about helping students explore how they interact with the world
we live in, the connections we have to our surroundings, and what these relationships
mean for writers. | draw on the work of philosophers, humanistic geographers, ecologists,
and rhetoricians throughout the project.

As | said, space and place are often conflated. As instructors, we often speak of
our classrooms as safe spaces. Such an act designates the classroom as a space in which
students can feel at ease, free from the stigmas of racism, sexism, bigotry, and hate.
However, such a designation says nothing about the particulars that coalesce to bring
about a sense of place: the locale, the feel of the room, the position of the room among

the rest of rooms in the building, its position on campus, as an integral part of a

community, a state, a country, and the world.



Sense of place means many things to many people. I prefer to think of it, as
Charles Withers characterizes the term. He argues that “Sense of place is taken to
embrace the affective attachment that people have to place.” (640). Yi-Fu Tuan’s use of
the phrase is similar. He claims that sense of place is a feeling that stems from the
associations and emotions people feel about a place, and how those are expressed over
time. For my dissertation, | follow their lead.

Calling a classroom a safe space also fails to account for the dynamism and
changeability of the classroom as a place that evolves through the lived experiences of
those who inhabit it, if only for a semester. This project focuses on place rather than
space in order to capture the situated qualities necessary for students to see their writing
as part of their evolving understanding of the ecology of place they constantly negotiate
as adults.

Edward Casey, in his text The Fate of Place, traces the philosophical conception
of place through various periods of history. He separate space from place from the
beginning, arguing that space, as a concept, held little interest for classical philosophy.
As | explore in Chapter 3, Plato believed that places came into being as disorganized
matter became organized and thrust into forms (and hence distinguished from space).
Place required embodiment, and was a predecessor of being (32). In the 7" century,
philosophers became infatuated with space (182). Place was stripped of any notion of the
body, and fell into obscurity until its revival and reconnection to embodiment by thinkers
like Freud, Heidegger, and Deleuze and Guattari (301). Casey notes that these thinkers

viewed place as space realized. Place was thus recovered from an abstract notion of



ungrounded, spatial existence. Space was conceptually confining, disconnected from
bodies and the material. Place was embodied space, concrete and material.

Contemporarily, many postmodern thinkers have continued to refigure place as a
concept that involves not only the spatiality of the body in relation to its environmental
and social surroundings, but as something driven and influenced by affective notions of
relationality and materiality, more a product of invention than some derivative of an
absolute (see Chapter 3 of this dissertation, as well as Grosberg, Massumi, Rice, Rickert,
and Cresswell).
1.2 Place and the Rhetorical Situation

Since Bitzer proclaimed the rhetorical situation as central to acts of rhetoric, the
rhetorical situation has been embraced by composition as critical to audience analysis,
situational work, context—a variety of key topics. Place certainly is part of the rhetorical
situation that Bitzer described, and others (see Scott Consigny), refined, and has been
central to composition at large and to the ecocomposition movement as well.

Others have studied the role of place in writing instruction. Marilyn Cooper’s
1986 essay “The Ecology of Writing” does important work to pave the way for the study
of place and its effect on writers. She envisions writing as a type of relationship among
many involved constituents, arguing that “an ecology of writing encompasses much more
than the individual writer and her immediate context. An ecologist explores how writers
interact to form systems,” including how they interact with place (368). Place also forms
a fundamental aspect of the ecological approach to writing pedagogy explored by Sid
Dobrin and Christian Weisser in the early 2000s. Their book Ecocomposition:

Theoretical and Pedagogical Approaches builds on Cooper’s work, looking to establish a



pedagogical niche that favors a critical approach to environmental pedagogy. Nedra
Reynolds works with place in Geographies of Writing, though her theoretical work stops
short of establishing workable pedagogical practice. In Distant Publics, Jenny Rice talks
about place, inquiry, and how examinations of place can alter the outcomes of student
projects in community engagement.

I will argue that place, when viewed ecologically, deepens what can be a
superficial treatment of context or audience brought about by a loose appropriation of
Bitzer’s key concepts. This work is expanded in Chapter 2. and builds until, in Chapter 5,
| present the tools | used in the classroom that aid in expanding the rhetorical situation. |
present the heuristic | used with my students to teach and reinforce the notion that, as we
recognize the role place plays in shaping who we are, we become aware of the material
role we play in the contexts and rhetorical situations that make up every aspect of our
lives. This heuristic helps lead students towards a recognition of place as a key factor in
the work involved in becoming a writer. | argue that students, upon recognizing how they
are situated within these ecologies of place, learn to account and express this situatedness
in the writing tasks they complete in the classroom, in the community, and in their own
reflections.

1.3 Forecast of Chapters

Chapter 2 will review the literature foundational to the ecocomposition
movement, which is composition studies’ first prominent response to place as central to
writing. The chapter reviews the main arguments fostered by ecocompositionists,
recounts critiques, and seeks a path forward. I revisit the foundational work of Marilyn

Cooper and Richard M. Coe, whose essays were among the first to connect writing



practice and theories of place. | both critique the ecocomposition movement and respond
to its critics.

Though ecocompositionists recognized the danger or equating escapist narratives
with ecological applications of writing instruction, the movement as a whole never
entirely overcame the problem. Ecocomposition is still equated with environmental
activist pedagogy, despite the work of Weisser, Dobrin, Killingsworth and Palmer, and
others, to recognize urban and rural ecologies and celebrate the role place plays in
exploring these connections with students.

Chapter 2 also looks at place-based rhetorics that fall outside the realm of
ecocomposition. | explore the writing of Nedra Reynolds, Thomas Hothem, Peter
Goggin,and Gesa Kirsch, exploring and critiquing their treatment of place.

Chapter 3 explores accounts of place from geographical and philosophical
perspectives. It draws on the work of Plato, Aristotle, Edmund Husserl, Edward Casey,
Tim Cresswell, Yi-Fu Tuan, and others, in order to show how each of them deepens the
complexity of place as a rhetorically situated concept. Tim Cresswell offers three
approaches to place that help us differentiate how we interact with place as a concept:
descriptive, social constructionist, and phenomenological. He categorizes these
approaches as levels.

Cresswell makes this distinction carefully, advising his readers that the three
approaches should not be viewed as a hierarchical distinction. Instead, each level
represents an increase in depth or interaction with the surroundings we inhabit. This
allows for a multivocal understanding of place that can at times be highly situated, and at

other times reasonably abstract.



This chapter provides a philosophical overview of place that draws from the
works of Plato’s Timaeus, Aristotle’s Physics, and more contemporary scholars. |
question the utility of neo-Platonic and neo-Aristotelean approaches to place, and argue
that, though an inescapable aspect of writing instruction in college classrooms today, a
focus on place helps our students more fully appreciate the immediacy of contextual,
rhetorical awareness.

In this chapter I also return to ecocomposition, using the work of Edward Casey,
Tim Ingold, and other contemporary readings of place both to complicate the notions of
systems ecology present in ecocomposition, and to build a foundation for a place-based,
community engagement writing pedagogy.

Casey argues that the concept of place forms the basis for all we do. “To be at
all—to exist in any way—is to be somewhere, and to be somewhere is to be in some kind
of place” (ix). Casey sees place as the most fundamental aspect of existence, an idea
shared by geographer Tim Cresswell. In a text Cresswell wrote to serve as an advanced
survey of geographic theory, Geographic Thought, he argues that place has long formed
the conceptual baseline for common philosophical queries. Quoting Strabo, Cresswell
sees geography as a means of understanding “‘the great problem of life and happiness.’
This was and is a central philosophical and theoretical problem. How do we lead a happy
life? What constitutes a good life? How should people relate to the nonhuman world?
How do we make our life meaningful?” (2). These profound questions are geographical at
heart, and understanding place is a fundamental part of exploring them.

This chapter draws from multiple disciplines outside of rhetoric and composition,

including ecology, geography, and philosophy. Why do | takes such a multidisciplinary



approach? Ecology and systems theory have brought to composition the idea that writing
happens among a complex networks of interaction at play during a writing process.
Philosophers look at place from a formative, ontological perspective. Geographers
provide language that can help students recognize the multi-modal place-ness of writing.
Though other disciplines could offer further insights, these disciplines provide the project
with a fresh perspective that 1) has enriched my understanding of place, 2) complicated
what is at stake in developing a “sense of place” (Tuan), and 3) provided me with a
lexicon whereby the study of place becomes complementary to composition studies.

Bringing in outside voices in order to complicate an issue can be a worthwhile
endeavor. It helps fixate less on “here’'s what X is fixing in Y*” and more on “Here are
some different perspectives, derived from X/Y/Z. Acknowledging and studying a
perspective derived from such fresh voices can lead students to make significant
discoveries about their relationship to places in which they've been / are / are going.

| use ecology, geography, and philosophy in my efforts to make place more
visible to students and to offer them more tools with which to consider place, and thus
help them better understand how place, writing, and ecology converge.

Chapters 4 and 5 take up two current topics intimately connected with place in
composition studies. Chapter 4 addresses community engagement as a pedagogical
response to place. Specifically, the chapter catalogues my participation in two
engagement projects as a student of public rhetoric. This chapter focuses on the practice
of participating in ecological and place-based community engagement pedagogies and

reveals how that participation operates from multiple vantages. | share a unique



perspective, as | was able to work with a Lafayette-area community partner as a student
participant and as a coordinating instructor.

My final chapter recounts how I put all of this together in a teaching setting. |
explore the work my students did—both in the lead-up to engaging with our community
partner, as well as the work they performed with that partner. This chapter recounts the
responses of two quite different students. The difference between these students lies
primarily in how radically they had to negotiate place in order to understand the writing
that is needed in place situation. While both were successful, different sorts of stresses
were evidenced along the way.

| recount and analyze their experiences in order to show a place-based pedagogy
is unique in its articulation and embodiment [unfolding]. What | show with these students
is that they were experiencing different classes, and you have to expect that every one of
them is experiencing a different class. This is why a phenomenological approach is
helpful. We’re not just giving them five steps with which they can address the rhetorical
situation. We are equipping them with tools to interact with the ecologies in which they
find themselves. Chapter 5 also offers a heuristic as a tool to assist students in the

negotiation of place. In the next chapter | take up ecocomposition.



CHAPTER 2. THE EXPERIENCE OF PLACE

2.1 Moving Place

My brother Greg is a claims rep for Progressive Insurance. After he graduated
from college and got the job, he moved to Gillette, Wyoming. Gillette is a poster child for
the “boom or bust” town, as its existence depends entirely on the price of oil, coal, and
natural gas. It has no significant geological markers, no natural beauty, no busy nightlife
or cultural center. Aesthetically, it epitomizes the wasteland. People live there to work in
coal mines, oil and gas fields, and to power the resources that support these industries.
Towns like this exist all over America, but Gillette’s isolation really sets it apart. To deal
with that isolation Greg established a routine of working in the city during the week, and
traveling on the weekends to nearby places that offered him a reprieve from the
monotony of the town. And while the pallid nature of his surroundings were not ideal, the
place became livable over time. The town also changed from one of run down
apartments, trailer parks, and strip malls to a collection of sites and stories that made life
meaningful. Just as the landscape seemed to impose itself upon him, he found he could
alter his sense of place by inventing it in his own right.

After living in Gillette for a year Greg was transferred to Cody, Wyoming—a
small city right on the eastern edge of Yellowstone National Park. Cody possesses much
more character than Gillette. It is the birthplace of Jackson Pollock, takes its name from
the storied soldier and showman Buffalo Bill Cody, and houses the largest firearms
museum in the United States. Greg was the first Progressive representative to live in

Cody. As such, the company wasn’t prepared to rent him an office, instead requiring him
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to work from home. Initially, he welcomed the convenience of his home office. As Gilles
Deleuze notes in his “Postscript on the Societies of Control,” the prospect of
placelessness brought with it an initial freedom. But it didn’t take long before he felt
completely enclosed by the arrangement, unable to meet his need for some separation
between work life and life life. As Deleuze puts it, his home office “could at first express
new freedom, but [it] could participate as well in mechanisms of control that are equal to
the harshest of confinements” (4). His employer sympathized with him, but insisted the
company could not afford to establish an office there for at least another year.

To compensate, he cordoned off one section of his living room by hanging sheets
from the ceiling, and made sure his entire work life— computer, fax machine, printer,
and work telephone— could be limited to that specific place. Although this city
seemingly had much more to offer in terms of locale, the lack of definitive place markers
in his life made the transition more problematic. The imposition of place as geographical
location was inconsequential until he was able to invent it in a fashion suitable to his
needs. Just as Greg interacted with place as he navigated his professional obligations, so
do our students work through similar negotiations. Some live in dormitories, negotiated
spaces with little to no privacy. Some are drawn across places of work, places of study,
places of eating, places of socializing, and places of recreation—all without an actual
place they call their own. Throughout this project I will explore how, as our student
writers navigate through our classes and interact with the writing we assign, they also

interact with the places in which this writing happens.
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2.2 Placing Writing

Writing classrooms are crowded spaces on multiple levels. Not only are writing
instructors responsible for teaching the rhetorical principles traditionally associated with
writing, but they must also teach these principles across the many technologies our
students encounter—from creating PowerPoint presentations to decorum and propriety on
Twitter and Facebook—both while students attend university, and after they have
concluded their studies. Why, then, should we consider place in these already crowded
curricula? For one, the same thinkers that established rhetoric as a key component to
early education also felt strongly about the foundational nature of place. Both Plato in the
Timaeus and Aristotle in the Physics taught that understanding place was fundamental in
making sense of the world and our place within it. More recently, philosophers like
Edward S. Casey have worked to recover the concept of place as lived, as affective and
ontological, as philosophically influential beyond the credit it is usually given. In his
book The Fate of Place, Casey states that, “In our own century, investigations of ethics
and politics continue to be universalist in aspiration—to the detriment of place,
considered merely parochial in scope. Treatments of logic and language often are still
more place-blind, as if speaking and thinking were wholly unaffected by the locality in
which they occur” (xii). Place, considered as an affective, formative rhetorical concept,
has as much bearing on writing and instruction in writing as it does in other more
traditional rhetorical pursuits.

In this dissertation, | establish a literacy of place that reflects and reinforces the
principles of quality rhetorical writing curriculum as referenced by the National Council

of Teachers of English position statement on “Principles for the Postsecondary Teaching
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of Writing.” The statement acknowledges that even though approaches to teaching
writing vary from one institution to another, specific rhetorical principles should form the
foundation of a sound curriculum. 1 establish this literacy by first examining the sub-
discipline of ecocomposition—starting with its roots in Richard M. Coe and Marilyn
Cooper—and challenging Dobrin’s assertion that the movement has failed (Dobrin,
Postcomposition 125). I argue that by infusing the groundwork laid by
ecocompositionists with theories of place found in contemporary studies of human
geography, place becomes a catalyst for student engagement in writing classrooms,
especially those involved in community engagement service projects.

In the classroom, composition instructors often argue that a thing, or more
regularly a concept beyond the thing, is a site/source of power. We teach students
rhetorical principles of consumption and production in order to “arm” them—for both
their academic career and beyond—uwith the tools necessary to succeed in
reading/digesting/consuming texts (in the all-encompassing notion of the term), and to
succeed in producing texts that appreciate and take into account concepts of medium,
purpose, context, audience, community, and more. And though most instructors probably
have a good idea of how place works alongside rhetoric, most rhetorical curricula ignore
the fundamentals of place | explore in this work.

2.3 Ecocomposition

As far back as 1986, and probably even before, the concept of place has had some
presence in theories of writing and writing instruction. Though she does not use the term
place specifically, Marilyn Cooper’s 1986 essay “The Ecology of Writing” lays the

groundwork for the study of place and outlines its future role in ecological writing
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theories. She envisions writing as a type of relationship among many involved
constituents: “An ecology of writing encompasses much more than the individual writer
and her immediate context. An ecologist explores how writers interact to form systems”
(368). She does not work to enumerate in concrete terms what constitutes a system, nor
does she try and nominate specific constituents that must be present for a system to
function. And though she focuses primarily on establishing an ecological model—a
model that accounts for the dynamism implicit in systems of writing—she hints at place
in her closing paragraph: “Writing is one of the activities by which we locate ourselves in
the enmeshed systems that make up the social world. It is not simply a way of thinking
but more fundamentally a way of acting” (373). Without discussing the concept outright,
Cooper hints at place with such expressions as “we locate ourselves” and “the social
world.” For instance, place is incredibly difficult to talk about because it’s so enmeshed
in all of our lives—and therefore never really considered, even though it is connected
with a “way of acting”. Since we can’t be out of a place—being is completely dependent
on being somewhere—the initial impulse of most of society is to never deal with place as
an affective, rhetorical entity. Cooper is moving beyond this concept when she talks
about locating oneself in enmeshed systems that make up the social world. Place is a
component of these systems. Yet “place” is more or less ignored in favor of other
components—context, purpose, being, scope, whatever—until ecocomposition becomes a
“thing” in the late 1990s. Contrast this neglect of place with the enthusiastic manner in
which compositionists embraced Cooper’s assertions that writing is not a solitary, lonely
act, but is instead an endeavor enmeshed in societal interaction. Cooper states that “all the

characteristics of any individual writer or piece of writing both determine and are
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determined by the characteristics of all the other writers and writings in the systems”
(368). The idea of writing as a social act has become enmeshed and standardized
throughout the theory of composition pedagogy (NCTE, Kitzhaber, Sullivan and Porter).
As Lester Faigley wrote in his 1986 College English article, “Competing Theories of
Process: A Critique and a Proposal,” discussions of composition developed from
expressivist and cognitive viewpoints into what he termed”the social view” of writing
(528). The social view, he explains, originated as scholars including Patricial Bizzell and
David Bartholomae introduced “poststructuralist theories of language” into composition
studies, focusing on discourse communities and more (535). Faigley also references the
work of Charles Bazerman, Greg Myers, and Shirley Brice Heath as fundamental to the
adoption of the conceit that writing is social (536).

Cooper herself discusses this in the foreword she wrote for Christian Weisser and
Sidney Dobrin’s 2001 edited collection Ecocomposition: Theoretical and Pedagogical
Approaches. In it, she hesitates to fully endorse the idea and concept of ecocomposition.
She opens with this line: “I have to confess that I feel a certain ambivalence about the
notion of ecocomposition.” Her ambivalence stems from her idea that most of the work in
ecocomposition with which she was familiar could be reduced “to a matter of teaching
nature writing.” This concern, that ecocomposition is nothing more than an attempt to
position nature as a binary opposite to culture, is perhaps the most significant impediment
faced by scholars working to develop ecological theories and practices of writing. Cooper
acknowledges that the collection of essays succeeds in moving away from this tendency,
with the authors “only occasionally slipping into the binary language of nature versus

culture” (xi). Dobrin and Weisser, she notes, have done an excellent job in emphasizing
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that “ecocomposition is about relationships.” She then argues that by moving towards this
ecological understanding of writing, “the field of composition studies aligns itself with
the dominant paradigm shift of the last century.” She recounts this shift in academia—
first noted in 1920 by Fritjof Capra—as a move from an attempt to understand systems
(relationships) through an analysis of constituent parts or objects to the more
contemporary trend of “understanding relationships as dynamic patterns” (xii). According
to Cooper, this shift is evident throughout the disciplines.

We recognize it in such diverse sites as the shift in biology from the study of
characteristics of the individual organism to the functioning of a biome; the shift from
Daltonian chemistry of matter to the geochemical study of cycles of carbon or calcium;
Martin Heidegger’s attempt to shift the basis of knowledge from subjects acting on
objects to a preontological being-in-the-world; the shift from a modernist unitary code of
ethics to a postmodern morality realized in the responsibility of others. (Cooper
“Foreword” xii)

In writing pedagogy however, this appeared as the shift from a product-based
focus on the characteristics of good writing towards an attention “to the interrelated
processes that constitute writing.” Further in writing assessment, this is seen as a shift
from accounting for proficiency with entrance and exit exams to the use of writing
portfolios and capstone thesis projects (Yancey). Seen through this paradigm,
ecocomposition’s study of systems and the dynamic relationships within them is a
positive and much needed development.

Cooper also recounts the ideas that formed the basis for her 1986 College English

essay “The Ecology of Writing,” wishing she had “written more about the changing
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patterns in the systems of writing and less about the structures and contents of the
systems...realizing that the systems that constitute writing and writers are not just like
ecological systems, but are precisely ecological systems, and that there are not boundaries
between writing and the other interlocked, cycling systems of our world” (xiv).
Ecocomposition, at least in theory, should attempt to do precisely that—to examine the
relationships between and interconnectedness of writers, writing, contexts, audiences, and
the places in which all of these relationships are realized. Place, then, for both Cooper
and ecocomposition as a whole, isn’t worth pursuing as a site for the analysis of its
constituent parts. Instead, place should be investigated as a player in the complex system
of relationships and interactions surrounding and encompassing the process of writing.

Cooper’s ambivalence is understandable. Much of what makes up environmental
rhetoric and nature writing does exactly what she doesn’t like. It sets up a dichotomous
system based primarily on the agonistic premise of an agent working to destroy an
object—usually a landscape, an ecosystem, the world. These works <too vague here.
Identify one or more examples texts> tends to involve nature writing, escapism, and the
worship of landscape as solutions to environmental wrongs. Ecocomposition is more
involved in examining relationships than it is in evangelizing pop environmentalism,
though I would argue that conservation remains as one aspect of the movement. Again,
Cooper’s ambivalence stems from the tendency of scholars who study environmental
discourse and rhetoric in ways that allow them to view agents as actors who work on
objects—the environments and places they feature.

M. Jimmie Killingsworth and Jacqueline S. Palmer’s Book, Ecospeak: Rhetoric

and Environmental Politics in America, plays this out in active discourse and living



17

practice (1). Though they frame the discourse in reference as environmental rhetoric,
their use of agonistic discourse sees actors as destructive agents working with and against
objects that make up the body of non-ecological environmental discourse and pedagogy.
Killingsworth and Palmer see the work of environmental rhetoric as a task of
reconciliation—how those accustomed to a “standard of living attained through
technological progress”—must reconcile their lifestyles with the enormous and
unsustainable cost required to perpetuate such a manner of living (3). Their concerns
outstrip ecological writing by decades, hearkening back to the basic principles of
environmentalism that surfaced shortly after the industrial revolution. In sum, the
dilemma they address can be boiled down to this: Western society has gotten used to a
world that provides them an enormously inordinate amount of resources to fuel a lifestyle
that is, according to most popular and scientific notions, completely unsustainable (see
Bromley). This, according to Killingsworth and Palmer, constitutes environmental
rhetoric’s primary dilemma: the mediation, through discourse, of mankind’s relationship
between goods, products, and the resources from which they are derived (3). And though
ecocomposition might seem to speak to the same dilemma, its goals are in reality much
different.

Killingsworth and Palmer’s environmental approach is amplified when the
authors pin the crisis upon ““a crucial epistemological problem—humankind’s ‘alienation
from nature’” (4). Not only are they arguing for a dichotomous relationship between a
product-hungry public and the natural world upon which this production encroaches, but
they are setting up the solution to be a return to the land. This point is one of the

foundational drivers of environmental discourse. Alienation, then, once reversed, can
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solve the problem. Cue visions of classrooms waltzing on mountain paths and writing
next to lakes. They have identified the actors as inhabitants of a continuum that moves
from those who “will view nature as a warehouse of resources for human use” at one end,
and ““an opposing group [that views] human beings as an untidy disturbance of natural
history, a glitch in the earth’s otherwise efficient ecosystem” (4). They acknowledge that
these positions are extremes, and that most people will find they inhabit a more
ambiguous position between the two. Further, the two posit that conceptualizing the
discourse in this manner—as an oppositional problem exacerbated by how people relate
to nature—leaves environmental rhetoric with the difficult task of influencing “not only
[an] audience’s ethical attitudes but also the way the reader regards the entire community
of nature” (4).

Killingsworth and Palmer have no qualms positioning actors as those who work
on the world. Traditionally, it is this juxtaposition of people working to save or destroy
the planet that should serve to spur a reader to action. There is an ecological balance that
has been upset by our consumption-directed habits and practices, and such a balance must
be restored by shifting behavior away from non-nature and back towards nature. The
system becomes one of conflict, and the battle becomes one of ideals. Return to nature,
and the forces that drive us towards wanton destruction will shift, with reconciliation
coming as a transition from an unfavorable ideal to the ideal favored by the authors.
Cooper argues that these efforts are primarily centered on seeing nature as some sort of
truth, and that by returning to nature, transgressors are expected to reform and act upon
objects in a manner less objectionable. She claims that, “Instead of learning from nature

how all things are tied together in the web of life, they seek to impose their own private
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and preferred vision of pristine wilderness, attributing an intrinsic meaning and value to
nature untrammeled by human culture” (xvii). This concept of environmental balance and
its basis in an idealized set of behaviors and attitudes is not ecological in its origin or its
approach. As Cooper closes her foreword, she claims, “Ecological balance has nothing to
do with ideals, but refers to the inexorable patterns that form in response to changes in
the web of life.” This makes it clear that Cooper contends ecocomposition should not be
seen as a greening of writing in the same sense that we see greenings of college and
business campuses, retail and entertainment venues, and pretty much all other visible
corporate entity in this country and the world beyond. Without discussing the motives or
efficacy of such efforts, Cooper argues it is essential to separate the pursuits of these
endeavors and the goals of ecocomposition. While one seeks to directly influence ideals
that impact habit and practice in an effort to relieve ecological stress, the other looks to
ecology for an instrument of thought that can help writers and teachers of writing
understand the complex relationships that encompass our writing acts.

The collection in which Cooper’s foreword appears—Christian Weisser and Sid
Dobrin’s Ecocomposition: Theoretical and Pedagogical Approaches—works towards an
ecological understanding of writing <what is the meaning for it? You have established
that Cooper did not accept the greening approach Killingsworth and Palmer
promoted...characterize what ecocomp tries to do instead. You may have hinted at it, but
haven’t characterized it>, [Define ecocomp here] and builds a theory that interfaces well
with concepts of place. Dobrin and Weisser edited a second collection in 2002 that
sought to outline the goals and purpose of pursuing ecocomposition. In that book,

Natural Discourse: Toward Ecocomposition, they had stated that writers should be
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encouraged to “interact with systems that affect their writing” (19), in part as a means of
focusing the work of students not on an instructor, but on their own practices and
products.

Ecocomposition, then, places itself as a pseudo-critical pedagogy. Ira Shor
explains critical pedagogies are pedagogies in which students are encouraged to critique
the traditional roles of student, teacher, and institution, as well as adopt a critical
viewpoint of the discourse with which they come in contact, both in the classroom and in
life outside of the university. Critical pedagogies ask students to assume a questioning
viewpoint and gain critical consciousness of how exploitation in all walks of life often
originates, or is justified, through the discourse encountered constantly in daily life (Shor
21). Ecocomposition strives to engage students at this critical level, asking students to
question common narratives <about?> and reach their own conclusions about these
narratives. | frame ecocomposition as a pseudo-critical pedagogy because it is less
concerned with exploitation of the masses and more concerned with the relationship
between the writer and the prevalent narratives that make up the systems wherein writing
takes place. Weisser and Dobrin’s work supports this view, stating that ecocomposition
should work “post-process toward the critical categories of race, gender, class and
culture” (Weisser and Dobrin, “Breaking” 567). Specifically, it should work on
centralizing writers’ relationships with place in a critical fashion (568).

Finally, ecocomposition works to identify valuable experience students bring to
the classroom, centering the pedagogical experience around them. This move is often
performed by self-reflective instructors striving to displace themselves as the locus of

attention in a classroom, placing students and their interests at the foreground instead



21

(Elbow 120). And this, perhaps, is where ecocomposition has struggled the most.
Traditional conceptions of the pedagogy—a rhetorical take on ecocriticism constructed
mainly of nature writing and issues of environmentalism—create the unease Cooper
outlined above. She indicates ecocomposition must focus on writing “ecologically,” to
use her term, but at the same time promote a pedagogy that need not be tied to
environmentalism.

Ever-present in discussions of ecocomposition are the risks of shifting this
pseudo-critical pedagogy into a platform from which the professor evangelizes his
ideological conceptions of environmentalism or escapism, moving away from the goals
of ecocomposition and towards a type of indoctrination of principles (Hothem). Thomas
Hothem warns that, due to ecocomposition’s connections to ecocriticism (however
tenuous and fragile the connections might be), nature writing and its underscoring
principles often form the meat of the ecocomposition course. These can lead to
“seductive notions of solitary inspiration these movements have instilled in us, and hence
to the kind of enhanced escapism we have inherited from such writers as William
Wordsworth and Henry David Thoreau” (36). Such a pedagogy privileges escapist
experience, when often many students have never undergone such an experience (Keller
and Weiser 195).

Hothem continues by saying, “Indeed, given the rich tradition of nature writing on
which it draws...the practice of ecocomposition should carefully reconsider its ties to
nature writing as we know it, and revalue landscapes that students have known all along
yet haven’t necessarily had the tools (or time) to critique” (36). By valuing place not as

an ideal locale of isolation far from the reaches of society, but as a locale where students
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find themselves during quotidian pursuits of life, ecocomposition increases the valuation
of experience they already bring to the classroom. This practice helps remove the risk of
alienation escapist narratives tend to generate (Killingsworth 41).

M. Jimmie Killingsworth and John Krajicek note that privileging the ecology of
environmentalism can also lead to alienation. They share a situation in which their
students read an essay on bioregionalism by Jim Dodge. In the essay, Dodge outlined the
unsustainable practice of consuming goods that were produced, processed, packaged, and
shipped from distant locales to the communities in which people live. He spoke of
reliance on natural systems as an alternative to the consumption habits common to most
Americans, couching his argument in the scientific language of regional ecology.
Killingsworth and Krajicek’s students felt that Dodge’s solution was derived from a
sanctification of the natural with which they could not identify. Killingsworth and
Krajicek frame their protests as an indication of how scientific environmentalism can
quickly alienate students (41). Their students felt that “these nature writers seem rather
windy, garrulous, like somebody who’s been alone too much and, once in company, can’t
quit talking” (41).

Killingsworth and Krajicek go on to note that “our students are encountering a
species of environmentalism unique to Western culture and central to the political ethos
that has driven the environmental protection movement in the United States for over one
hundred years” (41). Students resist this connection, and adherence to ecocomposition as
such a pedagogy “may alienate the teacher of composition...from a large percentage of
any contemporary class of students, and may thereby stand in the way of effective

teaching” (42).
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Dobrin theorizes how place should be used to combat these idealized visions of
environment in Ecocomposition’s first essay, “Writing Takes Place.” In it he notes that
“‘ecology’ is often used synonymously with ‘environmentalism’ by the popular press,”
and ecocomposition, similarly, is often assumed to deal “solely with nature writing and
with environmental rhetoric and that it addresses environmentalism as a subject” (13).
These topics do influence ecocomposition. But they are not the only ideas informing the
sub-discipline. Ecocomposition, Dobrin continues, “is encouraged by not just ecology
and composition, but by ecocriticism, cultural studies, ecofeminism, environmental
justice, conservation, service learning, race and ecoracism, public intellectualism, and a
host of other critical areas of study. Primarily, however, ecocomposition is informed by
rhetoric and composition” (13). Dobrin lists these other influences on ecocomposition to
establish it as a “critical” pedagogy, and to leave room for an issues-based curriculum
without marrying the idea to the popular political ideology associated with
environmentalism. But it also serves to establish the larger tenet Dobrin and Weisser
explore in their collection: ecocomposition is, in its most effective iteration, more an
examination of relationships—~between a student and his or her environment, his or her
place—than a critical pedagogy designed to indoctrinate environmentalism (Cooper xv).

Dobrin argues that writing cannot be removed from life—that intellectual pursuits
shouldn’t (and can’t) “be separated from our daily lives, from the places we live those
lives, that is, ecocomposition asks that we consider our own roles and the roles of our
environments in larger systems alongside all others” (15). Place in ecocomposition can be
seen as the sites we often frequent—our offices, our classrooms, our universities, our

homes. This idea is well supported by other ecocompositionists, as well. Julie Drew
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APPENDIX D - PROPOSAL FOR ADA-ACCESSIBLE NATURE TRAIL AT THE
LILLY NATURE CENTER

THE LILLY NATURE CENTER - WEST LAFAYETTE

The Lilly Nature Center Handicap Trails

Prepared for: The Lilly Nature Center The West Lafayette Celery Bog
Prepared by: The Purdue English 108 Fall Semester 2014 class
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Trex Composite Decking

e Expensive

e Long term maintenance is low

« Minimal environmental impact

¢ Most natural looking
Asphalt

o Relatively inexpensive

¢ High maintenance costs

e Installation requires large machinery, hurts environment
Concrete

¢ More expensive than asphalt, but overall a low cost

e Installation requires large machinery, hurts environment
Limestone

¢ High washout rate

e Frequent compacting needed

« Not great for wheelchairs

+ Requires high grade of limestone for disability-friendliness

Pervious Concrete

+ Installation requires large machinery, harmful te environment

¢ Longterm maintenance is low
+ Water drainage is environmentally friendly
e Qur second recommendation
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Conclusion

In conclusion, the team recommends Trex decking materials for the final trail. Given the nature of the Celery Bog's
wide range of slopes, ground types, and high propensity to flooding, the use of Trex wood allows for the most easily
controlled ADA-certified slope, has the least environmental impact, requires the least long- term maintenance and costs
for upkeep, and is perhaps the most attractive option.

If Trex proves not to be economically feasible, then the next best option for consideration is pervious concrete
For areas with a low natural slope, easily accessible to the machinery necessary to lay concrete, pervious concrete offers
the best disability-friendly surface. Additionally, this uniquely designed material allows for water to seep through to the
ground layer and thus prevents flooding and most types of erosion; its low environmental impact is a strong selling point
for a certain limited subset of locations.
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