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HPR 135: Honors in STEM and Global Responsibilities 
“The River Class” 

Dr. Caroline Gottschalk Druschke, cgd@uri.edu 
Class: T/Th 9:30am-10:45am, Lippitt 402 

Office hours: Coastal Institute Rm. 109 by appointment 
 

“All there is to thinking is seeing something noticeable which makes you see something you weren't 
noticing which makes you see something that isn't even visible.”  

Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through It 
 

“The river has taught me to listen; you will learn from it, too. 
The river knows everything; one can learn everything from it.” 

 Herman Hesse, Siddhartha 
 

 
 
 
This is a class about rivers. Which means that you’ll learn about things like hydrology and aquatic life, 
and about the people who use them. It’s also a class about a grand challenge: in this case, the 
challenge of providing for competing uses of freshwater resources and maintaining the health of 
global waterways despite increasing pressures. As a freshman honors seminar, this class is intended 
build a foundation for lifelong learning and provoke thoughtful engagement with the world. This is an 
explicitly interdisciplinary class—covering aspects of natural science, humanities, and global 
responsibilities—because the world’s complex problems demand transdisciplinary solutions. 
 
This class is partly about content, but it is even more about learning to ask good questions, finding 
appropriate ways of answering those questions, and taking action with your answers. It is about going 
out and experiencing Rhode Island, engaging with classmates and community members, discovering 
new insights, and intervening in the world. It is about thinking, which is about learning to see: “seeing 
something noticeable which makes you see something you weren't noticing which makes you see 
something that isn't even visible.” It is about sinking yourself in here and now to make connections to 
there and then. 
 
Remember: “The river knows everything; one can learn everything from it.” 
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Course goals: 
 

• Learn about watersheds, rivers, and dams. 
• Engage with the multiple dimensions of our Rhode Island landscape and make connections to 

broader issues of global significance. 
• Integrate ecological and social knowledge. 
• Work collaboratively to solve problems here in southern Rhode Island and beyond. 
• Attend to issues of environmental and social justice related to water access, quality, and rights. 
• Give a shit about something! And act thoughtfully and deliberately on that passion. 

 
What we’ll do: 
 

• Go places and see things. Interact with the natural and built environment. Be outside (possibly 
even in the rain). Engage with experts. Collaborate with community members and each other. 

• Read, watch, and learn about river restoration, the history of Rhode Island rivers and dams, 
narratives of rivers and dams, and the science of watersheds, rivers, dams, and migratory fish. 

• Write a lot about what you’re learning and seeing. Ace some quizzes. 
• Highlight the complexities of water quality on the Saugatucket River for residents of Wakefield, 

Rhode Island. Put that work in global context. 
• Take action in our on- and off-campus communities. 

 
Specifics: 

 
This class will meet Tuesdays and Thursdays throughout the semester. In addition, you will complete a 
number of self-directed field activities. For transportation, the RIPTA #66 bus travels directly south from 
the Student Union to the Main St. bridge over the Saugatucket River in downtown Wakefield. You may 
want to carpool, ride bikes, or use the RIPTA for other self-directed field visits. Dr. Druschke will help 
students navigate public transportation to get where they need to be. 
 
You will need: 

• writing materials for in-class activities 
• laptop, iPad, or access to a printer to bring course readings with you to class 
• access to <http://seacomm.weebly.com/hpr-135.html> for readings and information 
• smartphone for photos during self-directed visits 
• bus pass or bus money 
• a good attitude! 

 
Grading: 
Engagement (attendance, participation, reflection papers, field visits, engagement)  10%  
Watershed Ecology Test   10% 
Watershed Change Test   10% 
Saugatucket Portfolio (group project) + individual reflection     25% 
Global Water Justice Presentation (group project)      20% 
Action Project + Individual Rhetorical Analysis        25% 
 
URI Grading Scale:  A 93 / A- 90 / B+ 87 / B 83 / B- 80 / C+ 77 / C 73 / C- 70 / D+ 67 / D 63 / F 59 
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Brief project descriptions: 
 
 
Engagement  (10% of final grade) 
Ongoing 
Engagement includes regular attendance, diligent participation, oral presentations, respect for others, 
and completion of all activities. Being here is not enough. All of us need to be fully present, actively 
participating in the class and interacting with each other. Active engagement and submission of all 
class assignments will earn students a full 10 pts.  
 
Tests (2 tests @ 10 points each) (20% of final grade) 
Watershed Ecology Test: Tuesday, September 20 
Watershed Change Test: Tuesday, October 4 
These tests allow students the chance to demonstrate what they’ve learned about the fundamental 
watershed processes that the course builds upon. These tests are compact but crucial, setting the 
ecological stage for the synthesis that happens later in the course. Understanding these technical 
readings will be essential to understand the connections between ecological and social systems later 
in the term. 
 
Saugatucket Portfolio (group project) + 4 pg. Individual Reflection  (25% of final grade)  
Due Thursday, October 27 / Presentations Tuesday, October 25 & Thursday, October 27 
After field visits to the Saugatucket River and a variety of readings, you’ll work in groups to select a 
topic of interest that would make an important and engaging informational sign for the public along 
the Saugatucket River. Then, individual group members will write up a personal reflection about the 
project, a defense of the action taken, and a reflection and self-reflection about the group dynamics on 
the project. Each group will complete a 10-min. in-class presentation of their final product before 
submitting a digital portfolio of materials (all research, notes, outlines, schematics, and so on) to Chris 
Simpson at the Contemporary Theater Company. Winning portfolios will be transformed into 
permanent signage along the river walk by a local designer. Topics might include tours of the 
upstream watershed, migratory fish, invasive species, nitrogen inputs, strategies for water quality 
improvements, wetland restoration, dam removal, etc. Portfolios will be presented to the class on 
Tuesday, October 25 and Thursday, October 27. 
 
Global Water Justice Presentation (20% of final grade) 
Presentations Tuesday, November 15 & Thursday, November 17 
The point of this project is two-fold: 1) to connect the water issues you’re learning about at the local 
scale with wider issues of global water justice, and 2) to gain inspiration for a scientifically informed final 
action project. This project encourages students to consider power relations as they relate to water: 
Which communities more often bear the brunt of water quality declines? Who gives up their land and 
who benefits when a new hydroelectric power is built? What claim do residents downstream have for 
upstream pollution? Student groups will identify a timely, powerful example of a water crisis across the 
globe, and present the scientific and social aspects of the case, focusing in particular on any of the 
citizen actions or policy solutions being mobilized to address the problem. Examples of global water 
justice subjects might include: the Flint Water Crisis, the construction of the Belo Monte Dam, the 
Dakota Access Pipeline movement.  
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Action Project (group project) + 4 pg. Individual Rhetorical Analysis (25% of final grade) 
Due via email Thursday, December 15 (during final exams) 
The culmination of this class is an action project that will emerge from your work all semester. This action 
can be taken individually or in a group, but either way students will write individual rhetorical analyses of 
their work. This final action project is your chance to “give a shit about something”: to find a water issue 
that you care about and to do something—anything!—about it for a real audience. The point here is not 
for you to satisfy Dr. Druschke with your action, but, instead, to find something that YOU can be 
passionate about, to take action on that passion, and to justify your choice. The “A” action will be 
inspired and consequential for a particular target audience, and it will build from interdisciplinary 
perspectives. The rhetorical analysis is your chance to describe the choices made in your action, the 
audience, the desired (and undesired) consequences, and so on. 


