
COURSE SYLLABUS 

BIOL 2650: Environmental Biology 

CSU Stanislaus / Spring 2013 
  

Time: MWF 11:00 – 11:50 a.m. 

Location: N101 (Naraghi Hall, aka Science II) 

Instructor: Dr. Matthew Cover, Assistant Professor, Department of Biological Sciences 

Office Hours: Wednesday 12:30-1:30 (The Commons, N124), Friday 9-10 (my office, N273) 

Coming to office hours is the best way to meet with me and ask questions! If you can’t make my 

office hours, email me with times that you are available and we can find another time to meet. 

Email: mcover@csustan.edu  

Email is the second best way to reach me. I respond to email within 24-48 hours. Important: 

Please write “BIOL 2650” in the subject line, and include your full name and student ID in the 

email. Note that if you have a question that requires a detailed explanation I will ask you to see 

me in person. 

Office Phone: (209) 667-3603 (the worst way to reach me- I don’t check these messages 

frequently) 

Special note about communication with the professor: Please come and speak with me if you 

have questions, concerns, or just want to talk about topics from class or wild tangents. You are 

encouraged to come to my office hours, or send me an email to set up another time to meet.  

About me: I have lived my whole life in Northern California. I grew up in the Bay Area and 

went to undergrad and grad school at U.C. Berkeley. I first got interested in environmental 

science while working a summer job pulling weeds (invasive plants!) during high school. I 

conduct research on stream and river ecosystems all around California, with a special focus on 

salmon and their habitat needs. For fun, I enjoy spending time with my family, friends, and dog, 

running, hiking, cycling, camping, gardening, reading, music, film, hanging out in cafes, and 

going to public lectures and community meetings. 

Personal Website: http://www.matthewrcover.com (Learn more about me!) 

Course Website: Blackboard (http://www.csustan.edu/blackboard) 

Mastering Website: http://www.masteringenvironmentalscience.com 

 

 

A. Course Basics 

Environmental Biology, BIOL 2650, is a 3-unit lecture course designed specifically to 

satisfy the lower division G.E. requirement (area B2) in the biological sciences. Thus, it does 

not assume any background in the natural sciences or biology beyond high school classes. The 

class is intended to present non-biology majors with an overview of issues in biology, ecology, 

and environmental science. If you don’t feel confident about your abilities in science, don’t 

worry! Because this is a non-majors G.E. course, we take advantage of and celebrate the fact that 

the class is filled with students with diverse backgrounds and academic interests by including 

topics and assignments that will link to a variety of disciplines such as art, literature, history, 

political science, business, economics, anthropology, sociology, psychology, health sciences, 

communication, and other fields of science.  

Unlike Principles of Biology (BIOL 1010), which covers an overview of all aspects of 

biology, this course is specifically focused on environmental biology. Essentially, this course is 

an introductory environmental science course, with a strong focus on the field of ecology. Thus, 
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there are many fields of biology that we will skip or just cover very briefly, such as genetics, cell 

biology, anatomy, physiology, metabolism, etc. If you want to get a more complete overview of 

the field of biology, BIOL 1010 is a better choice than this class. 

Special note for biology majors: if you began your undergraduate career (at Stanislaus or 

at a junior college) prior to the 09-10 school year (e.g., Fall 2008 or earlier), you can receive 

upper-division credit for this course. If you began in 09-10 or later, this class will NOT count as 

elective units towards the major.  

 

 

B. Course Overview 
Going about our daily lives in a modern, western society, responding to the everyday 

stresses of paying bills, buying groceries, and getting stuck in traffic, it is easy to forget that our 

society is completely dependent upon the environmental processes that govern our planet. 

The basis of our economy and our daily activities lies in our shared natural capital: the soils 

that sustain our agriculture, the rivers and aquifers that provide our water, the minerals and rock 

that provide the raw materials for the goods we consume, and the plants and animals that serve as 

our food. For those of us who live in cities, many of these processes remain hidden on a daily 

basis. When we, as a society, become too detached from the natural processes that sustain us, 

there is the potential to undervalue the world’s ecosystems. However, the vast majority of the 

world’s population, especially in the Global South, intimately depends upon environmental 

goods and services (agriculture, timber, water, etc.) on a daily basis. Because of the tremendous 

pressures on natural resources from growing populations, there is a great risk for environmental 

degradation and loss of ecosystem services. 

The focus of this class is the importance of ecological and environmental processes in 

governing our natural world, and the ways that our society interacts with and manages these 

processes. Some of the major themes we will explore are: 

 The world’s ecosystems contribute numerous valuable services to our society: clean 

water, fertile soils, genetic resources, regulation of human diseases, nutrient cycling, 

waste decomposition, etc. These services are not a given; if we degrade ecosystems, they 

no longer provide these services because the fundamental ecological processes have been 

altered. If we undervalue ecosystem services, they tend to become degraded or misused. 

 Humans have had a tremendous impact on the global environment, especially over the 

last 50 years. Some of the most significant changes have been the conversion of forests 

and grasslands into cropland, the diversion and storage of freshwater behind dams, and 

the loss of mangrove and coral reef areas. 

 The world contains tremendous biodiversity: over 1 million species of life have been 

discovered, and estimates of the total species diversity on Earth range from 5 million to 

100 million! Of the species that have been described by science, most are only known 

from a few museum specimens, and almost nothing is known about their basic biology. 

As a result of ecosystem changes, a large proportion of the earth’s biodiversity is going 

extinct. Most of the species going extinct are unknown to science. 

 Large numbers of people around the world live in poverty. Over one billion people have 

an income of less than $1 a day and do not have regular, reliable access to clean drinking 

water. Most people living in poverty are very dependent on ecosystems, because they 

make their livings through agriculture, grazing, or hunting. Regions of the world with 

wide-spread poverty, including parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America (but also the 



United States and other “developed” countries!), tend to have the most problem with the 

degradation of ecosystems, harming the world’s poorest people. Poverty and ecosystem 

degradation can be self-reinforcing, leading to a downward spiral for people and 

ecosystems. Environmental justice is a social movement that attempts to identify and 

remedy environmental injustices: when environmental benefits and burdens are unfairly 

distributed. 

 The science of ecology has taught us many things about how ecosystems work, and how 

we can manage and conserve ecosystem services. However, science, on its own, is not the 

solution to the world’s natural resource problems. The effective and equitable 

management of the environment requires a strong ethical framework, an educated and 

informed citizenry, and a political system that responds to the needs of the people. 

 

 

C. Course Goals and Learning Objectives 

The first major goal of the course is to help students improve their ecoliteracy: an 

understanding of how natural systems make life on earth possible. The second goal of the course 

is to help students explore, challenge, and articulate their assumptions and positions about 

environmental problems and effective management of natural resources.  

 

Students who successfully complete this course will gain: 

1. An understanding of the important theories and concepts of environmental science and 

ecology that are used to describe environmental systems, such as population growth, 

biomes, food webs, biogeochemical cycles, and biodiversity; 

2. Familiarity with the major environmental and natural resource problems facing California 

and the world, in the present and in the future, including causes and potential solutions; 

3. An improved ability to form opinions and create understanding based on the 

interpretation of scientific information, including graphs and other forms of data. 

 

The 7 Goals of Biology GE Courses: 

1. Provide an overview of basic knowledge, principles, methodologies, theories, and 

perspectives in biology. 

2. Offer opportunities to work in groups with other students to practice effective 

communication about concepts and issues in biology.  

3.  Provide a broad understanding and appreciation of biology and encourage continuous 

inquiry and lifelong learning.  

4. Provide the framework to critically evaluate and use information from various scientific 

sources to answer questions relevant to biology.  

5. Understand the relationships between the fields of biology, chemistry, physics, geology 

and other sciences.    

6. Appreciate the interdependence of humans, natural ecosystems, and the diversity of life 

on earth.  

7. Develop more informed and responsible citizens with respect to issues concerning the 

living world. 

 

 

 



D. Class Format 

This course will be conducted as a hybrid class, with approximately half of our scheduled 

class time as in-person meetings and half using online activities and assignments. Because the 

schedule changes week-to-week, it is very important that you check the schedule to make sure 

you are aware of what we will be doing each week. We will never meet in person on 

Wednesdays, and we always meet on Fridays. We will usually meet every other week on 

Mondays. Our in-class sessions will consist of a mix of lecture, discussion, group activities, 

writing assignments, videos, and other activities. Online activities will be a mix of lecture 

(powerpoint slides with audio), videos, and homework activities. Online lectures and activities 

will be posted on blackboard prior to the scheduled class time. 

 

 

E. Expectations 

 Come to class properly prepared by doing the assigned readings prior to class. 

 Engage the material deeply and critically. Some of the ideas may cause you to question 

your assumptions or values. Try not to dismiss these feelings; instead, try to be open to 

new viewpoints and understandings. Treat your education as if it is helping prepare you 

to change the world (which hopefully it is!). 

 Attend every class session, be on time, and participate fully. Take good notes!  

 Complete and turn in assignments on time. 

 Maintain the highest standards of academic integrity. This means: All work that you 

submit must be your own. I am very good at detecting plagiarism. Plagarism (taking 

direct quotes or ideas from other sources without attributing them) on any assignment or 

copying from another student on an exam results in an automatic F in the course. Don’t 

take the risk! If you have questions about what is acceptable, please ask me. 

 All electronic devices (phones, laptops, tablets, mp3 players, etc.) must be turned off (or 

silent) and kept in your bag during class. The only exception will be made for students 

who have a demonstrated need to use a laptop for taking notes. If this is the case for you, 

please see me or let me know. If I see you using laptops for other purposes, I will not 

allow you to use a laptop during class and ask you to leave. Please disable your wireless 

internet to avoid the temptation of checking email, facebook, or surfing. If you need to 

make an emergency phone call or text, please step out of the room. 

 Take the initiative to use course and campus resources (office hours, web sites, readings, 

tutoring, etc.) to get the most out of the course. 

 

Special Notes About Discussions 

We will be having many discussions, both in small groups and amongst the entire class. In 

addition to paying attention and turning off your electronic devices,  

 Treat the instructor and your fellow students with respect. Disparaging remarks will not 

be tolerated. It is good to be critical; make sure you are critical of ideas, not people. 

 Listen carefully before speaking; make sure you understand the previous comment before 

adding your own. 

 You should feel free to speak whenever you wish (avoid interrupting, of course), even if 

your ideas don’t feel complete. 



 However, be aware if you are dominating a conversation. Even if you know an answer or 

have a point to contribute, take a break from speaking if you recognize that others have 

not had a chance to contribute. Some people take longer to formulate their thoughts. 

 Share your own personal experiences. You have a unique personal and academic 

background that is special and different from everyone else in class! 

 Give encouragement and approval to others. 

 

You can expect that the instructor will: 

 Do his best to provide you with a stimulating, useful, and fun course! 

 Treat you with respect. 

 Assign grades impartially and based on rubrics and standards. 

 Be available to help during office hours and via email. 

 Return assignments and exams and post grades in a timely fashion (<2 weeks). 

 

 

F. Course Materials 

 1. Textbook: Essential Environment, 4
th

 edition by Jay Withgott and Matthew 

Laposata. Either a paper copy or electronic copy is fine, however you prefer to read. 

 2. Access to Mastering Environmental Science. Your homework assignments, plus lots 

of additional study guides and activities, will come from this interactive website. You will need 

to allow ~2 hours a week of time to do the assignments, readings, and exercises on Mastering. 

Our course code is: MESCSUSTAN 

 3. Access to Blackboard, and a regular internet connection. I will post announcements, 

pdf files of powerpoints, audio files of lectures, additional readings, and web links on the CSU 

Stanislaus blackboard website. You should plan on checking the site once a day during the 

semester to stay updated on course activities. A fast internet connection will be useful for 

downloading large pdf and mp3 files and for streaming videos.  

**Note that there is a student computer lab directly upstairs from this lecture hall. You 

should be able to complete most of your online activities during the scheduled class times when 

we are not meeting in person (Wednesdays, and some Mondays). 

 

 

G. Grades 

Grades will be based on points earned on assignments, exams, and participation, as follows: 

 

Pts Assignment 

300 “Mastering” Homework Assignments, 15 @ 20 points each (one per week) 

100  In Class Participation and Assignments, 20 @ 5 points each (each in-person class) 

100 Exam 1 

150 Exam 2 

150 Exam 3 

100 Creative Project (proposal = 10 pts, update = 20 pts, final project = 70 pts) 

100 Final Paper 

1000 Total 

 



Grades will be assigned based on standard cutoffs (93-100% = A, 90-93% = A-, 87-90% = B+, 

etc.). It is unlikely that a curve will be applied to the final grades; however, if the grades are 

curved it will only help your grade. It is unlikely that additional extra credit points will offered. 

 

Credit/No Credit grading is also an option for this class. CR is earned for work at the C- level or 

better. You will need to decide by May 13 (the day of the last exam) if you want to change your 

grading option. To change your grading option, use the “registration options” form 

(http://www.csustan.edu/enrollmentservices/forms.html). 

 

What makes an “A” student? (modified from J.M. Williams, 1993, Clarifying grade 

expectations, The Teaching Professor 7(7):1) 

 Attendance: "A" students have virtually perfect attendance. Their commitment to the 

class resembles that of the instructor. 

 Preparation: "A" students are prepared for class. They always read the assignment. Their 

attention to detail is such that they occasionally catch the instructor in a mistake. 

 Attitude: "A" students have a winning attitude. They have both the determination and the 

self discipline necessary for success. They are curious and they show initiative. They do 

additional work beyond the minimum. 

 Talent: "A" students have something special. It may be exceptional intelligence and 

insight. It may be unusual creativity, organizational skills, commitment--or a combination 

thereof. These gifts are evident to the instructor and usually to the other students as well. 

 Results: "A" students make high grades on assignments--usually the highest in the class. 

Their work is a pleasure to grade. 

 

 

H. Assignments 

 

Mastering Environmental Science Homework Assignments 

In order to use the homework assignments correctly (and get good scores on your 

homework) you should not attempt the homework assignments until you have read the relevant 

readings in the textbook. There is no time limit for completing the homework assignments- you 

can take as long as you like. However, you are limited to a maximum of 6 attempts per question. 

Also, incorrect answers will reduce your grade slightly: the formula is: 100%/(# of answer 

options-1). Homework assignments are typically due on Friday by 7 a.m. (sometimes, 

Wednesday. Late submissions will not receive any credit. 

Most questions will have some available hints that will help you solve the problem. You 

are not penalized for using the hints. However, if you can correctly answer the question without 

using the hints you will receive a very small bonus to your score (2%) for each hint you do not 

open. If you are at all in doubt about an answer, it is best to use the hints. 

Once you have completed an assignment you are assigned a score. Afterwards, you can 

go back to that assignment as many times as you want to practice the questions, but this work 

will not be saved and will not affect your grade. 

The first two assignments, “Introduction to Mastering Environmental Science” and 

“Foundational Mathematics for Environmental Science” are optional. Although you are not 

required and you will not be penalized if you skip them, they are highly recommended as a way 

to get familiar with using the Mastering website and for brushing up your quantitative skills. 
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Starting with the homework for Chapter 1, assignments will be scored and will be included as 

part of your grade for the course. Each week you will have one assignment worth 15 points. 

Homework will cover 1 or 2 chapters at a time. 

 

In-class participation and assignments 

Each day we meet in class I will ask several questions that require written responses, 

which you will do on a separate sheet of paper that you will turn in at the end of class. These are 

worth 5 points each. Some days you will turn in your own individual answers; other days, I’ll ask 

you to work as a small group and turn in one assignment with all of your names on it. 

Thoughtful, well written answers that show that you have done the readings and thought about 

the material will get full credit (5 pts). Poorly thought out or unclear answers will get less than 

full credit. 

 

Exams 

There will be three exams during the course. Each one will cover material since the 

previous exam- they are not cumulative. Exam questions will cover the readings as well as 

lecture material. Approximately half of the points will come from multiple choice or matching 

questions, and half will come from short answer or essay questions. Questions will be very 

similar to the types of questions you see in your homework; some questions may come directly 

from the homework, in fact! You will NOT need a scantron. Just arrive to class with a pencil. 

 

Creative Assignment 

You are responsible for developing a substantial, original piece of art or literature that 

incorporates at least one major theme of environmental biology. I will show you some of the 

work that former students have accomplished. This is your chance to be creative, expressive, 

artistic, and relate the topics of this course via traditionally non-scientific modes of 

communication. Examples include painted, sketched, quilted, or sculpted art, photography, 

poems, songs, plays, and short stories. Performance art is encouraged, but make sure you clear 

this in advance (so I can budget time for it). You may work individually; or, in a group of up to 3 

students only if (1) your project requires a high level of effort and (2) I approve your proposal. 

Bear in mind that each person in the group is responsible for understanding each component of 

the project; therefore, the group must work together and plan well enough in advance to give 

each member an opportunity to thoroughly review the final project.  

I strongly suggest that you familiarize yourself with the work of other artists and writers 

who work with environmental themes. Some possibilities include: 

Authors: Edward Abbey, Wendell Berry, Barbara Kingsolver, John MacPhee, David Quammen, 

Gary Snyder, Terry Tempest Williams. 

Visual Artists: Marco Casagrande, Agnes Denes, Andy Goldsworthy, Chris Jordan 

You will turn in a one paragraph proposal for your creative project on March 11. This 

paragraph should describe your project idea, the medium you will use, and the environmental 

science concept you are addressing. If you are working in a group, your group will turn in a 

single proposal. After we come back from spring break, on April 8, you will turn in a one page 

project update, in which you describe the progress you have made, any changes you have made 

to the project, any challenges you have faced or breakthroughs you have had, and the remaining 

steps necessary for you to complete the project. The final project will be due on Monday, April 

22, 2013 (Earth Day). The full class time will be devoted to presentations of your projects. 



Additionally, we will display the projects for the rest of the day in Naraghi Hall for other 

students, staff, and the public to see. 

 

 

J. Estimated Time Requirements  

 

To be successful in this course, you will need to spend a significant amount of time outside of 

class doing the readings, studying class notes, and working on assignments. The assignments and 

readings are designed to help you learn the concepts and develop critical thinking skills. Here is 

my best estimate of the time you will need to devote to this course in order to succeed: 

 

Class (in person and online): 3 hours/week 

Readings (1-2 chapters per week): 3 hours/week 

Homework assignment: 1 hour/week 

Review lecture notes: 1 hour/week 

Sample tests and other optional online review: 1 hour/week 

Projects or other assignments: 1 hour/week 

Total: 10 hours/week 

 

The time that you need to spend may be different, of course, based on how quickly you read, 

how distracted you are, etc. 

 

 



K. Schedule  

 

 

 

 

Day Date Format Topic Reading Assignments 

Week 1 

     M 28-Jan In Person Introduction to the Course     

W 30-Jan Online Science     

F 1-Feb In Person Env Ethics     

Week 2 

     M 4-Feb Online Sustainability EE 1 HW 1 

W 6-Feb Online Env Systems   

 F 8-Feb In Person Ecosystems and Cycles EE 2 HW 2 

Week 3 

     M 11-Feb In Person Overview of Ecology     

W 13-Feb Online Evolution     

F 15-Feb In Person Org and Pop Ecology EE 3 HW 3 

Week 4 

     M 18-Feb Online Community Ecology     

W 20-Feb Online Community Ecology     

F 22-Feb In Person Biomes of California EE 4 HW 4 

Week 5 

     M 25-Feb In Person Exam #1 (Chapters 1-4)     

W 27-Feb Online Env Economics and Policy     

F 1-Mar In Person Human Population EE5 HW 5 

Week 6 

     M 4-Mar Online Agriculture EE 6   

W 6-Mar Online Agriculture     

F 8-Mar In Person Agriculture EE 7 HW 6 

Week 7 

     M 11-Mar In Person Biodiversity   Creative Proj Proposal 

W 13-Mar Online Biodiversity Loss     

F 15-Mar In Person Conservation Biology EE 8 HW 7 

Week 8 

     M 18-Mar Online Forests EE 9   

W 20-Mar Online Geology 

 

  

F 22-Mar In Person Forests and Geology EE 11 HW 8 

Week 9 

     M 25-Mar In Person Env Justice     

W 27-Mar Online Env Health EE 10   

F 29-Mar In Person Exam #2   HW 9 



Vacation 

     M 1-Apr - Cesar Chavez Day- No Class     

W 3-Apr - Spring Break     

F 5-Apr - Spring Break     

Week 10 

     M 8-Apr In Person Water in CA   Creative Proj Update 

W 10-Apr Online Freshwater     

F 12-Apr In Person The Delta EE 12 HW 10 

Week 11 

     M 15-Apr Online Oceans     

W 17-Apr Online Oceans     

F 19-Apr In Person Air Pollution EE 13 HW 11 

Week 12 

     M 22-Apr In Person Earth Day! Creative Projects   Creative Project 

W 24-Apr Online Climate Change     

F 26-Apr In Person Climate Change EE 14 HW 12 

Week 13 

     M 29-Apr Online Climate Change     

W 1-May Online Fossil Fuels     

F 3-May In Person Fossil Fuels EE 15 HW 13 

Week 14 

     M 6-May In Person Renewable Energy     

W 8-May Online Renewable Energy EE 16   

F 

10-

May In Person Waste Management EE 17 HW 14 

Week 15 

     

M 

13-

May In Person Exam #3     

W 

15-

May Online Sustainable Cities     

F 

17-

May Online The Future EE 18 HW 15 

Finals 

Week 

     

F 

24-

May - Final Assignment Due   Final Assignment Due 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Personal Info Sheet     Name:____________________________ 

 

Intended major:_________________  Dream Job:________________________ 

 

# of previous semesters at CSU Stanislaus:_____  

 

Hometown(s):_________________________________________________ 

 

Hobbies:__________________________________________________ 

 

Favorite (non-domesticated) animal:__________________________________ 

 

Favorite musician(s):___________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

In-Class Questions: 

 

1. 


