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EEB 208 (Introduction to Conservation Biology)  
 

Writing Exercise 
 

Assignment due 9th April; ABSOLUTELY NO EXCEPTIONS.   
 
Why no exceptions?  Because there are many deadlines in life are truly must be met – job 
applications, grant deadlines, scholarship applications.  This is one of those deadlines.  My 
advice is to plan to turn it in a week early (or even earlier).  Then it won’t matter if 
something else comes up!!!   

 
Task (10% of total grade) 
 
Rather than just give you a paper assignment on some abstract topic, I am asking you to write a letter to 
some policy maker (member of congress, state representative, etc.) expressing your opinion about some 
issue that the science of conservation biology can help inform.  The letter must relate to an issue that is 
currently under discussion in the press, or to some bill currently under consideration.  Beyond these 
limitations, the topic can be as specific or broad as you like – you can write about the scientific issues 
relating to some activity in your home town, or you can write about something that relates to national or 
international policy.  But, please note that conservation biology is not the same as environmental science 
(which is much broader) or environmentalism (which is not necessarily scientific).   
 
Appropriate topics are those that relate to conservation biology as I have described the field in class. For 
example, a letter about the need to reduce carbon emissions because of the predicted effects on humans 
would not be appropriate, but a letter focused on the effects of climate change on extinction rates would 
be.  If you’re not sure if your topic is appropriate, then ask. 
 
The point of this exercise IS NOT to learn about advocacy (as some students have assumed in the past).  
Instead, the goals are (a) to relate the science covered in the class to real world situations, (b) to take the 
results of scientific studies and communicate them to someone who is not a specialist, but has influence 
on a problem you care about, and (c) to make a point concisely and clearly. 
 
You must base your opinion on scientific research that has been done on the topic, and you should 
summarize that science in your letter.  If you just write that you think it is terrible that some developer has 
destroyed a nice piece of open space near to your home because you liked to go walking there, you will 
not get a good grade.  Given that you will need to base your letter on current research, you should give a 
lot of thought to the topic of your letter (and start early).  
 
The letter should be no longer than 1 page (because this increases the chance it will get read by the 
recipient).  Anything beyond the end of the first page will not be read. This means that you do not have a 
lot of space to make your point (or to convince the reader that you know something about the issue you 
have chosen).  So, I would advise you not to waste space on anything that doesn’t relate directly to the 
topic.  In other words, don’t write stuff like “I am writing this because one of my professors is making me 
do it as an assignment in this really cool course I’m taking at UConn, …….”. 
 
Letters should be single-spaced, 11 point font (or larger), margins at least 1 inch.  You should use 
standard letter format – with your address, the recipient’s address, the date, your signature etc.  Treat this 
as a real letter – if you want to send it, then you should do so.  My experience is that students who plan to 
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send their letters, pick something they care about more, research it better, and thus get much better grades.  
Sending the letter is not, however, required. 
 
Grading:  Most of the grade will be based on how well you justify your opinion based on scientific 
studies.  The opinion you express in the letter will not influence the grade at all.  Other factors that will be 
considered include the relevance of the topic to the field of conservation biology (as defined in class), 
whether you meet basic writing norms (complete sentences, accurate spelling, appropriate letter format, 
etc.), and whether you follow the instructions here. 
 
VERY IMPORTANT:  If you try to pass off a letter lifted from some web site, list server, or anywhere 
else, as your letter, and I find out, you will get ZERO points and I will treat it as an act of plagiarism (see 
University guidelines on the topic if you’re not aware of them, and note that it is VERY likely that you 
will get an F grade for the course).  Even if you rewrite a letter that I find somewhere else, I will treat it as 
plagiarism.  I am looking for your ideas.   
 
Note, too that it is relatively easy to detect form letters and that there is a good chance that I will find out 
if you do this (almost half the students in my last writing class received warnings for minor plagiarism – 
in each case it took me less than 2 minutes to find what they had copied!).  Also, note that most form 
letters do not meet the criteria I have outlined above and would get a pretty low grade on this assignment 
anyway. 
 
Final letters are due on 9th April (AGAIN, NO EXCEPTIONS – SO DO IT EARLY IN CASE YOU GET 
SICK).  I will accept letters as early as you like.   
 
What you should hand in (paper-clipped together): 

 
a) A recent (i.e., dated after 1st January this year) newspaper, web site, magazine, etc. article that 

describes the issue you have chosen to write about.  If you use a web site, please do not waste 
reams of paper printing out pages of stuff - set your printer to print 2 pages per page and double-
side it, and then print no more than you can fit on one sheet of paper … also give me the web site 
address.  If you print more than this I will deduct points. 

b) One copy of your letter (see details above).  
c) The abstract of one paper from the scientific research literature that relates to the topic of your 

letter.  This should be from a peer-reviewed journal article, NOT just something from a web site 
(unless you pulled up the journal on-line).  If you are not sure what is appropriate then ask me 
about it.  Do not print the entire paper – I just want one page with the abstract. If you give me 
more I will deduct points. 


