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Writing about Wolves: Using Ecocomposition Pedagogy to 
Teach Social Justice in a Theme-Based Composition Course

Michael S. Geary

Abstract: Elements of ecocomposition are employed to construct a course that 
uses the relationship between wolves and humans as a social justice metaphor. 
Students explore how mythmaking leads to dire consequences for any population 
being exploited. This approach to teaching first year composition allows students to 
acquire new knowledge about conservationism while focusing on developing their 
critical reading, writing, and researching skills.

When my Composition I students enter my darkened classroom, they see stun-
ning images of wolves chasing down caribou. They are perplexed. Are they 

late for class? Like patrons arriving late for a movie, they take their seats in silence, trying 
not to block anyone’s view of the screen. The documentary Wolves: A Legend Returns to 
Yellowstone is being shown, and before I have even said a word about who I am or what 
the class will be about, they are having an “encounter” with wolves. This experience may 
seem fitting for a science classroom in the Western U.S. where the conflict between wolves 
and ranchers is front page news. Instead, this scene plays out in a writing classroom at 
Bristol Community College in Fall River, MA. We are far removed from the “wolf wars” 
of the West, so what is the purpose of bringing my students into this discussion? This 
course, which I have nicknamed “Writing about Wolves,” came from my own interest in 
the design of thematic-based courses in composition studies as well as a lifelong passion 
for environmentalism.

I have always been interested in the idea of mythmaking and the role that it plays in 
shaping the way that people perceive the world. Particularly, I am fascinated by the way 
in which the written word persuades readers to adopt points of view that may often be 
inconsistent with the reality of the situation at hand. Given the current concerns about 
“Fake News,” the study of mythmaking is all the more timely and relevant for first year 
composition students. While designing “Writing about Wolves,” I wanted to create a 
course in which students could objectively examine the impact that written mythmak-
ing has upon a particular population. As such, the class is divided into three segments 
that I have dubbed “Fiction,” “Fact,” and “Fallout.” The “Fiction” section introduces stu-
dents to the scope of the wolf mythology where they examine an assortment of stories 
from around the world. Here, we look closely at the way these stories are written with 
consideration given to the environment from which they come. The “Fact” unit explores 
writing done by biologists, naturalists, and scientists that represents what wolves are 
actually like in the wild. Close examination of these texts allows students to see how rhe-
torical conventions are used by professional writers and the way in which their writings 
speak to and against one another. The “Fallout” unit engages students in wolf conser-
vation efforts and asks them to consider the value of beginning an effort in New Eng-
land. Through this unit, students learn how to advocate for a specific population that 
is viewed negatively as a result of misinformation. For students, it is an opportunity to 
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consider themselves as social justice advocates, which provides them with a skill set that 
can be applied to other social issues that they will address in other courses and in society 
at large. Through academic research, students will come to see the value and relevance 
of engaging in this type of discourse. 

One of the challenges that we face as professors of writing is how to bring engaging 
content into the classroom to sustain our students’ interest. I am frequently met with 
comments by students that they only want to write about what they already know, and 
I always find that reaction to be troubling. After all, the whole point in coming to col-
lege is to acquire new knowledge about topics with which they are unfamiliar, right? 
Yet, I think that reaction stems more from a lack of awareness of how much knowledge 
is lying dormant, buried beneath a wealth of other life experiences that are more vivid 
to them. So when I introduce a theme to a class, especially something more abstract to 
New Englanders like the relationship between wolves and humans, I need to find a way 
to access this dormant knowledge.

In this article, I will advocate that there are significant benefits for students to engage 
in a theme-based composition course that may on the surface seem to have no apparent 
relevance to them. While the theming of courses is a longstanding practice in composi-
tion studies, I will reference recent scholarship that defines the best practices for select-
ing course themes. Further, I will show how ecocomposition and its application for first 
year composition are vital for choosing these themes. Lastly, because of its ties to eco-
composition, I will also talk about how a wolf themed class can serve as a mechanism to 
explore other social justice issues that follow a comparable pattern of mythmaking and 
conclusion-drawing that is detrimental to the population being studied. 

Course Themes: Relevance and Breadth

When considering a theme for a course, it is important that the “breadth and rel-
evance to the age range of the students” are closely considered (Friedman 80). Further, it 
needs to be clear why the theme has been chosen, which places the burden on the profes-
sor to justify the curriculum to the students. After all, “if a course theme engenders any 
student resistance or hesitation about the public spiritedness that guides it, that theme 
can potentially hinder their development as writers” (Sponenberg 544). To make sure 
that this hindrance does not occur, professors need to consider the essential questions 
that “frame the intellectual inquiry of the course” (Friedman 80). The more focused the 
course theme is, the better. Choosing a maximum of 3 or 4 essential questions seems 
reasonable for a standard 15 week class. 

In “Writing about Wolves,” those questions are:

1.	 How has written mythology defined the wolf? 
2.	 What have professionals written about wolves in the wild?
3.	 What are the consequences when the wrong information is believed? 
4.	 How do we use writing to reverse the damage done by misinformation? 

These questions establish a specific link between written texts and the impact that those 
words have on society while exploring how to reverse damage that has been done as a 
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result of those texts. The course guides them from the mythical to the scientific to the 
political, social, and economic reality of wolves in the world. 

While “Wolves” demonstrates breadth, there are many other popular themes that 
do so as well. “Monsters,” “Sustainability,” “Food,” “Money,” and “Happiness,” are all 
themes that are broad enough to create Friedman’s recommended 3-4 essential ques-
tions. I need to emphasize that “[n]o course theme for an academic writing course 
deserves priority as ‘the best’ or the only one that will facilitate transfer of learning” 
(Beaufort). In other words, there are different ways that written communication com-
petencies can be achieved. Rinto and Cogbill-Seiders argue that “the literature recom-
mends choosing themes that are flexible enough to capture the interest of an entire class 
of students and simplistic enough that little class time needs to be devoted to teaching 
the subject matter of the theme” (16). I am not at all comfortable with the notion of a 
theme needing to be “simplistic.” That might call into question the relevance of even 
selecting the theme in the first place. However, I would argue that in choosing a theme, 
professors need to be sure that they do not spend all of their time introducing the topic 
to their students. If they do, then not enough time is spent on the teaching of writing. 
Therefore, I want to define a “simplistic theme” as a theme that students have already 
encountered, consciously or unconsciously, and should have their pre-existing knowl-
edge of interrogated, challenged, and expanded. Simplicity speaks to the relevance of the 
theme to the students taking the class. 

Kimberly Moekle says, “if a writing course is designed around important themes 
in students’ lives, even a required writing course can offer a specific context in which 
to develop a rhetorical skill” (81). She agrees that the course content must be relevant, 
but sometimes it may not be obvious how it is. For “Writing about Wolves,” I ask my 
students to consider their first encounter with a wolf. One of the things that students 
immediately wrestle with is what an “encounter” with a wolf actually is. Given the fact 
that my students are from an urban area where wolves are not a part of the ecosystem, 
they are sometimes perplexed with how to connect with the topic. This past semester, 
my students kept referencing coyotes that they encountered in their backyards as the 
closest parallel that they could make. There is an analogy to be made between wolves 
and coyotes. Both are wild canines that serve as major predators within their respective 
ecosystems. Yet, my students had defined “encounters” too narrowly. 

I define “encounter” as any interaction (physical, textual, or virtual) that the student 
has had with the population being studied. Most of them have likely heard at least one 
fairytale that has involved a wolf, but they have not interpreted that as an “encounter.” 
To illustrate that broader definition, I cite my first wolf “encounter” when I watched a 
film called The Journey of Natty Gann. In the film, a young girl flees an abusive nanny 
and travels cross country to find her father who is working for a logging company dur-
ing the Great Depression. On her journey, Natty encounters a wolf that is being forced 
to participate in a dog fighting ring. She liberates the animal, and he becomes her fellow 
traveling companion until it hears other wolves in the wild. She encourages it to join 
them, but the wolf is hesitant to leave her. Ultimately, the call of the wild is too great, 
and the wolf runs off into the forest. At the end of the film, Natty finds her father, and 
in one of the final shots, the camera pans up to the wolf as he is witnessing the reunion 
of the father and daughter. Within the film, there are two different perceptions of this 
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creature. The first is that he is a vicious animal that should be relegated to dog fights. The 
second is that he is a loyal creature that reciprocates love when he receives it. I tell my 
students that when I first saw the film, the duality of the perceptions raised questions in 
my mind about the animal. Those questions would linger until I became a wolf conser-
vationist in my teenage years. In sharing this experience with them, I have given them 
a blue print to consider their own experiences. Here is what my first wolf encounter did 
for me; what did yours do for you?

With that model in mind, students now have an easier time identifying a wolf 
“encounter.” With the additional prompting, students identify “The Three Little Pigs,” 
“Little Red Riding Hood,” White Fang, The Jungle Book, or The Gray as being their first 
encounter with wolves. When students begin to interrogate their reactions to these texts, 
they begin to realize the way in which the written word (including what has been written 
for the cinema) has influenced their perception of wolves. A number of them now iden-
tify their perception as being a negative one and link that to fears that they might have 
about coyotes in their own yard. While “Wolves” initially appeared abstract to them, 
through careful prompting and freewriting, students can unlock dormant knowledge 
and experience. By asking students to redefine what an “encounter” with a particular 
topic may be, professors can implement a variety of themes that challenge students to 
think more broadly about their experiences. This notion of the relevance of the theme is 
particularly important as we consider how ecocomposition can be applied to the selec-
tion of course themes.

The Role of Ecocomposition in Course Design

The concept of ecocomposition can be especially useful when engaging students 
with a theme that is unfamiliar to them. Sidney Dobrin and Christian Weisser’s Natural 
Discourse: Toward Ecocomposition provides a thorough overview of the value of ecocom-
position as a framework for composition studies. Their text suggests that ecocriticism, 
cultural studies, ecofeminism, and environmental rhetoric all play a role in the shap-
ing of this theory. While ecocriticism focuses primarily on the interpretation of texts, 
ecocomposition “is concerned with textual production and the environments that affect 
and are affected by the production of discourse” (24). Furthermore, ecocomposition has 
two facets: “one concerning the complex and dynamic relationships between a writer, 
audience, and issue, and the other concerning the role of place within discourse” (Moe). 
This pedagogy asks students to see how the writing that they do and the topics that 
they consider relate to the environment in which they live at the local and global levels. 
In other words, how the micro theme discussed is representative of a macro issue in the 
world around them. Ecocomposition asks writers to move beyond simply responding to 
texts that may be about environmental issues and for them to think about their writing 
as being an agent for inspiring change. As Dobrin and Weisser contend, “Encouraging 
students to be critical of the very environments in which they produce discourse and the 
effects those environments have upon their writing affects change” (26).

Dobrin and Weisser also suggest that there is a significant parallel between cultural 
studies, another popular topic in first year composition studies, and ecocomposition. 
They argue that cultural studies “often investigates and analyzes the ways in which 
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social forces and practices may construct a particular environment, environmental issue, 
or environmental moment such as a geographical, historical, economic, technological, 
racial, or other issue pertaining to environment” (28). While studies of race and gender 
are of significant importance, ecocomposition suggests that the environment that cre-
ates the foundation for those studies is more important. In other words, “environment 
precedes race, class, gender, and culture” (32). Ecocomposition rejects the notion that 
race, class, and gender are naturally occurring and concludes that “nature is a discursive 
construct” (33). 

The authors further infer that ecofeminism plays an important role in the shaping of 
the theory. They say, “ecofeminism has provided important discussions of how environ-
mental oppression are linked with oppression of women which underscores why envi-
ronmental concerns are feminist issues as well as why feminist issues should be addressed 
environmentally” (35). The authors illustrate that an analogy can be made between envi-
ronmental issues and other social justice issues. I will explore this analogy in more detail 
later in this article, but I want to emphasize here that ecocomposition contains elements 
of ecofeminism, which is an overriding philosophy in other theme-based composition 
courses. Like ecocriticism, “ecofeminists inquire into the ways in which literary, reli-
gious, theological, artistic, and other textual representations of women and nature often 
result in oppressive actions toward both” (39). Thus, there is a consistent value seen in 
interrogating the written word and the impact that it has upon the readers. As texts are 
products of the environment that produces them, we can explore the impact that the 
environment has on the texts and the texts on the environment.

Rhetorical studies, and environmental rhetoric in particular, also lay the foundation 
for the design of an ecocomposition course. Dobrin and Weisser argue that environmen-
tal rhetoric “raises student awareness of the ways that people use language to construct 
knowledge” (46). In doing so, “it allows students to see that language is a powerful tool 
that influences us, and in turn, can be used to influence others” (46). As a result, stu-
dents can “better recognize ways in which different discourse communities structure 
the content, form, and rhetorical appeals of their language to better communicate with 
their intended audiences” (46). By environmental rhetoric, the authors are not just talk-
ing about arguments that deal with environmental issues, such as sustainability. Rather, 
they are arguing that any type of environment (cultural, geographical, social) uses rhe-
torical constructs to communicate its virtues and vices to those within and outside of 
itself. Environmental arguments (water pollution, deforestation, species endangerment, 
etc.) tend to be good sources for examining these devices because they are commonly 
products of the environment that is most impacted by the concern itself. 

Dobrin and Weisser have a high expectation for what a true ecocomposition course 
should entail. While they agree that all of the aforementioned elements are a component 
of ecocomposition, they insist that students need to move beyond writing and interpret-
ing texts and focus on the ways in which their own writing is constructed and influ-
enced by the environments which they inhabit. Yet their theory does not fully take into 
consideration all of the factors that influence the way in which composition professors 
choose to structure their courses. First year composition courses that allow for devel-
opmental reading as a co-requisite course challenge professors to identify readings and 
writing prompts that are accessible for exceedingly diverse student needs. Further, the 
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need for assessment and the fulfillment of written communication learning outcomes 
also influences the way in which courses are structured. Also, as Peter Wayne Moe 
points out, “When much of ecocomposition theory advocates rewriting curricula, rede-
signing assignments, and incorporating service-learning into a course, instructors who 
do not have the pedagogical freedom to design courses cannot easily implement ecocom-
position theory in the manner most scholarship recommends.” Realistically, to achieve 
all of the goals of ecocomposition, it would need to be embedded into a writing studies 
program and extended into a writing across the curriculum initiative. As professors of 
writing, we need to be realistic about what we can accomplish in a mere 15 weeks that 
we spend with our students. If students begin to utilize the various facets of the ecocom-
position pedagogy and realize how writing shapes their perceptions of the world, then a 
lot has been accomplished in one semester. 

Unlike some other courses designed to focus on environmental and ecological con-
cerns, “Writing about Wolves” is not by definition an ecocomposition course. However, 
I will say that it borrows elements of the genre and is, at its core, a class that situates 
writing as a product of its environment, considers the way in which writers use language 
to shape their rhetorical appeals, asks students to consider how their environment has 
shaped the way in which they formulate their ideas, and makes them consider how writ-
ing has influenced their perception of the world. Any topic related to environmental 
studies can follow the particular model that I used because of several common threads 
that will be discussed a bit later.

In order for this class to accomplish its goals, there needs to be a close tie between 
critical reading and writing. Given the diverse perspectives about wolves that perme-
ate both written text and visual media, it is essential that I teach students how to be 
good readers and to see how other writers organized their thought processes. Can they 
see within and between texts how observations about wolves agree and disagree with 
one another? In selecting my texts for the course, I subscribed to David Bartholomae 
and Anthony Petrosky’s view: “Reading . . . can be the occasion for you to put things 
together, to notice this idea or theme rather than that one, to follow a writer’s announced 
or secret ends while simultaneously following your own” (3-4). Their theory is consis-
tent with the ecocriticism component of ecocomposition. In order for my students to 
be ecocritics, they need to think about the way in which they read texts and how their 
environment influences the way in which they do so.

Because students are reading a variety of sources (fiction, nonfiction, scholarly), they 
become critical readers by adopting diverse reading strategies in order to make the texts 
accessible. The environment that produces the text and the one in which they read it 
require them to adjust their strategies while making meaning of the language on the 
page. However, students need to be aware that they are shifting their strategies and 
should be able to articulate why they have done so. As Ellen Carillo states, “all reading 
approaches that are taught apart from a metacognitive framework intended to promote 
transfer are problematic” (108). For that reason, I endorse Carillo’s theory of “mindful 
reading.” According to Carillo, “mindfully reading involves enacting a theory of read-
ing” (117). As part of this theory, students learn why and how a text works in a certain 
way and asks them to acknowledge when a particular approach is not working. When 
they read mindfully, they identify places within a text where they needed to adjust their 
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strategies (Carillo 117). This mindful reading allows students to track their evolving 
relationships with texts. As they challenge claims made in the writing itself and they 
examine the way in which claims are structured, students are asked to consider how 
their shifting views of texts impact the overall credibility of the arguments that they 
make. These reading skills are transferable to texts in other disciplines and lead students 
to consider the environments from which the texts have emerged. The most important 
part of the pedagogy is increasing student awareness about the situation in which they 
read the texts.

Early in the semester, my students examine stories about wolves from around the 
world. In doing so, students are not introduced to literary theory or the value of liter-
ary genres. Rather, they look closely at the way in which wolves are written about and 
consider what that tells us about the environment from which these stories emerged. For 
example, why does a Germanic story like “Little Red Riding Hood” depict the wolf as 
being a sexual predator that devours helpless women? Does the geographical isolation 
of members of that society influence the mythmaking? Putting the wolves to the side, 
what does it say about the way that women are thought of by that society? By examining 
how the author uses words to illustrate both wolves and women in the story, students 
are opened to broader questions about the environment that crafts these stories. As the 
length and complexity of these literary texts vary, students are asked to identify and cri-
tique their critical reading strategies and to consider other scenarios in which they may 
be applied. There do not necessarily need to be longer analytical essays that are written 
about the strategies that they use. Journaling or other forms of metacognitive reflection 
should be embedded in the daily routine in the course. So the classroom becomes the 
place for the written reactions and reflections to take place and, hence, an environment 
in which writing is produced.

As we shift toward nonfiction and academic texts, my students engage in a close 
analysis of environmental rhetoric by closely examining the appeals that are used by 
authors with diverse academic backgrounds. However, students are asked to consider 
how texts make both inter and intraconnections. In doing so, students get to see how 
writers influence one another and also how texts can function as part of a larger arena of 
argumentation. Bridging the gap between the fiction and the nonfiction is key. To illus-
trate, let us again consider the vicious wolf in “Little Red Riding Hood” that my stu-
dents encounter first. When my students read Farley Mowat’s Never Cry Wolf, a text used 
for examination of rhetorical appeals rather than nature writing emulation, one of the 
first things that they discover about the small Canadian town that Mowat has arrived 
in is that the inhabitants believe that “wolves reputedly devour several hundred people 
in the Arctic Zone every year” (Mowat 24). The claim shows an alignment between the 
fairytale and the established belief of the population that deals with wolves regularly. As 
the memoir unfolds, Mowat’s experiences show that the wolf is not quite as threaten-
ing as its reputation says. Mowat summarizes his early encounters with the animal: “On 
three separate occasions in less than a week I had been completely at the mercy of these 
‘savage killers’; but far from attempting to tear me limb from limb, they had displayed 
a restraint verging on contempt, even when I invaded their home and appeared to be 
posing a direct threat to the young pups” (76). Within Mowat’s text, students can see 
that there are different perspectives: one formed from a mythology and a second formed 
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from observation in the natural world. These points of view emerge from two different 
environments. Mowat is an outsider who objectively comes into the landscape to record 
his experiences while the townspeople are limited to the knowledge that has been passed 
along to them by others. Whereas Mowat is a seeker of information, the townspeople are 
consumers of what is offered. Students can interrogate the rhetorical situation in which 
these claims are made and supported. They see both an inter-connection between the 
literature and the memoir, followed by an intra-connection made between contrasting 
ideas within the text. 

Further inter-connections are made when texts speak against each other. For exam-
ple, in one of the selections from the Mech and Botani text, we are told “The book Never 
Cry Wolf (Mowat 1963), a mostly fictional work (Banfield 1964; Pimlott 1966; Mech 
1970; Goddard 1996), was the first positive presentation of wolves in the popular cul-
ture” (Fritts et al. 294). Mowat acknowledges in the text’s “Preface,” which was written 
in 1993, that “Some dedicated wolf haters including the far-flung network of those who 
kill for sport, went so far as to claim it was an outright work of fiction. Others brushed 
it aside, claiming it was invalid because its author was not a bona fide scientist with at 
least a doctoral degree” (v). He then goes on to claim “that almost every facet of wolf 
behavior described by me has since been rediscovered by the selfsame scientists who 
called my studies a work of the imagination” (vi). While it is clear that Fritts et al. are 
not “wolf haters,” it is a curious thing that they reference a number of articles written 
decades before Mowat’s “Preface.” Further, is Mowat making generalizations about his 
opposition? Which of his claims have been proven, if any? This exchange allows students 
to explore the importance of sourcing, while also investigating the ethos of the authors. 
From this activity, students are empowered to question, rather than blindly accept, the 
statements made by more experienced authors. While Fritts et al. are published biolo-
gists who have extensively researched wolves, students should still question the informa-
tion they provide and consider the rhetorical appeals used by the authors to substantiate 
their claims. Likewise, the agreeable nature of Mowat’s lighthearted prose should not 
prevent them from challenging what he claims to have witnessed as he is using rhetori-
cal appeals differently than Fritts et al. are. In the era of “Fake News,” students need to 
learn the importance of asking questions of anyone who claims to be the authority on a 
particular topic. Under what circumstances were these texts written? How do the envi-
ronments that shaped these authors influence the way in which they communicate their 
ideas? How do the ways that these authors write impact the way in which students make 
meaning of the texts? This is ecocriticism, and students need to respond as ecocritics to 
the texts that they encounter.

When selecting an appropriate theme for a composition course, professors should 
choose a sequencing of texts that approach the topic from wide perspectives. Choosing 
texts from across a set period of time and from diverse populations is key for students to 
fully analyze the ways in which authors use writing to make meaning of abstract topics. 
Any of the themes mentioned earlier can be addressed rhetorically with emphasis placed 
on how students read texts. Formal writing assignments in the course should ask stu-
dents to articulate the ways in which these texts have shaped their reading experiences 
as well as the way in which they perceive the theme. The first step in creating an eco-
composition course is to allow students to become ecocritics. However, while doing so, 
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professors also need to be aware of the transferability of the skills that they are teaching. 
Carillo’s mindful reading is an essential part of teaching to transfer. Having addressed 
ecocriticism and environmental rhetoric that is embedded in “Wolves,” I now want to 
turn to a more complex aspect of the pedagogy: ecofeminism and cultural studies.

Ecofeminism, Cultural Studies, Social Justice, and Wolves 

As Farley Mowat says in his “Preface” to Never Cry Wolf, “We have doomed the 
wolf not for what it is but for what we deliberately and mistakenly perceive it to be: the 
mythologized epitome of a savage, ruthless killer” (viii). In my course, we explore the 
truth behind Mowat’s statement, and we look at the way in which that “ruthless killer” 
is established and facilitated by society. “Violence” and “domination” are recurring 
aspects of the complex relationship between wolves and humanity. Fear of wolves led to 
their near extinction in the twentieth century, yet it is not just out of fear that they were 
hunted in mass numbers. It is also the fact that humanity encroached upon their terri-
tory and claimed it for its own. But in this configuration, facts that challenge human-
ity’s assertion of power are repressed. As a result, if given the choice between the cattle 
industry and the preservation of a natural ecosystem, big industry will win out. That 
isn’t just true about wolves and humans. We can also look at the pursuit of fossil fuels in 
natural preserves, over-fishing and whaling, and deforestation as other examples of how 
this conflict between the natural world and humanity plays out. Humanity will domi-
nate the environment simply because it can. This dynamic between nature and human-
ity illustrates the ecofeminism and cultural studies pedagogies of ecocomposition. 

There is a clear analogy that can be drawn between nature as an oppressed entity 
and other oppressed populations in society. Dobrin and Weisser contend, “ecofeminism 
seeks to end all oppression and recognizes that any attempt to liberate any oppressed 
group – particularly women – can only be successful with an equal attempt to liberate 
nature” (34). In addition, ecocomposition “agrees that the very power structures and 
ideologies which incur oppressions over women and other groups are responsible for the 
oppressive actions taken over nature” (37). In other words, if we want to understand why 
certain populations are oppressed and how those social structures are built, we should 
look at how we exploit the natural world. We can use our treatment of nature as a met-
aphor for our treatment of any minority population. Further, ecocomposition, “pairs 
ecocolonialism with ecofeminism in its quest to undermine dominant paradigms that 
portray ‘Nature’ as an exploitative resource for human use and consumption” (37). If we 
seek to overthrow the social structures that allow certain populations to be oppressed, 
then we should start by considering the way in which we interact with the environ-
ment. We can mean this to be the natural world, but also the “environment” that sur-
rounds the oppressed population. Paul Walker says when considering ecocomposition, 
“The close analysis of environmental discourse . . . can provide students the opportunity 
to identify and critique the tacit societal values to which we adhere and how accepted 
language and labeling contribute to and inform the continuation of those values” (70). 
Therefore, through the close examination of the ways in which we label nature as some-
thing that can be dominated with violence, we can transfer our understanding of that 
labeling to other populations, particularly our fellow humans.
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Because wolves have been labeled as a menace and representing the untamed natural 
world, their problematic relationship with humanity can be used as a micro metaphor 
for a macro environmental problem. Their exploitation parallels that of other environ-
mental resources, which, according to ecofeminism, aligns with the way that women 
and other racialized and ethnicized minority populations have been exploited by soci-
ety. We need to understand the social structures that allow the exploitation to occur. By 
considering the way in which one population is rhetorically written about, we create an 
entry way to extend our study across other populations. If we consider how myths are 
written and examine the consequences that they bestow, we can begin to find ways to 
rewrite the myths and attempt to end the domination of minority populations that are 
met with violence daily. Because wolves are more abstract, we can approach the study 
of their oppression more objectively rather than directly discussing racial discrimina-
tion. As professors, we should realize that not every student is going to feel comfortable 
discussing these race relation issues directly. Given the fact that race is a hot button 
issue today, some students may be less inclined to engage in the discussion out of fear of 
offending a classmate. Because the demographics of individual sections of courses will 
be different, if we select race relations as a theme, we are not sure about our students’ 
attitude toward an especially polarizing issue. Thus, wolves become the “micro theme” 
to the “macro issue” of discrimination in society. Wolves, or the natural world by exten-
sion, become a safe space to discuss the same factors that contribute to the more contro-
versial issues that impact our society today.

As part of the class, I introduce the notion that there is a metaphorical value for 
exploring wolves as a theme through critical reading of images. Near the beginning of 
the semester, I show my students a sequence of images that depict various interpreta-
tions of the wolf (vicious, kindly, etc.) The final image, originally published on a hunts-
man group webpage, shows a cohort of hunters whose faces are covered with white sacks 
with slits cut for eyes, nose, and mouth. One of them is holding the carcass of a dead 
wolf while several others are grasping shotguns. To the left of the hunter with the car-
cass, several others are holding up an American flag. We examine the rhetorical appeals 
of the image, and my students are surprised by the imagery used. The hunters remind 
my students of Klansmen, and a discussion about the role of the KKK in society today 
usually arises. The brandishing of the firearms and the American flag suggest that there 
is something patriotic happening here. Yet, my students view the image as the oppo-
site of that. This activity introduces the idea of natural world as a metaphor for larger 
social issues. While I don’t press the issue further, students will sometimes come back 
to this metaphor throughout the semester. For example, a discussion about the repres-
sion of women logically emerged from a discussion of Mowat’s text when the Kavanaugh 
hearings were occurring. Activities like these allow students to ask questions about the 
information that they encounter and to consider how the texts that they are handed are 
products of the environments from which they emerge.

Dobrin and Weisser conclude, “Ecocomposition seeks to overturn conceptualiza-
tions which demarcate natural environments as entities which may be mastered and 
ruled. In turn, ecocomposition resists oppression of all living organisms – human or 
other – and their environments” (40). As such, the adaptation of the ecocomposition 
pedagogy is to embrace the notion that social justice can be taught through writing. 
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The most important aspect of the pedagogy is for students to take their writing beyond 
the classroom. They need to start thinking about how their writing can have an impact 
on the environments in which they live. Furthermore, they need to perceive that the 
stances that they adopt have consequences. That is why students need to consider wider 
and more diverse audiences when they write in a composition class.

Considering Audiences beyond the Classroom

Students instinctively believe that any writing done in the classroom has a single 
audience: the professor. They tend to overlook the fact that peer reviewers, writing cen-
ter tutors, or even family members with whom they share the writing are also mem-
bers of their audience. Yet all of those individuals are part of a controlled population; 
they are immediately accessible to the writer. How can we get students to consider a 
wider audience?

Dobrin and Weisser suggest that it is best to have students compose documents that 
break the mold of the academic essay. They offer an assignment for designing a flier and 
another for designing a web page as ideal examples of true ecocomposition (143-44). 
However, as previously mentioned, professors are typically bound by course outcomes, 
departmental assessments, and limitations on academic freedom which collectively 
make it difficult to implement less conventional assignments. At many colleges, fliers 
and web pages are inconsistent with the outcomes of a first semester composition course.

A compromise is to provide students with hypothetical scenarios of real world writ-
ing situations that target specific audiences. In “Writing about Wolves,” my students 
engage in such a scenario with their end of semester research paper. They are asked to 
consider whether or not a wolf conservation effort in New England would be appropri-
ate. To reach their conclusion, they need to identify the specific geographical area where 
the conservation effort should happen. I ask them to synthesize what they have learned 
about the needs of wolves and of the population that would be living with the animals 
on a daily basis. The intended audience for this paper is the governor of the state where 
the effort should commence. They are asked to make use of the rhetorical appeals that 
they have seen other writers use throughout the semester to advocate for their conserva-
tion movement. Conversely, students may also opt to argue why a conservation effort 
should not happen. While the scenario is hypothetical, it asks them to consider the 
implications of their advocacy and to determine what types of information a politician 
would need to be convinced that the cause is justified. Having discussed the role of rhe-
torical appeals during the semester, they are now able to show that they can apply them. 
Even though my students have never sent their essays to the governors of the states that 
they have identified, I have never discouraged them from doing so. As the class contin-
ues to evolve, that seems like an appropriate next step. If not sending a paper via e-mail 
to the governor, then the designing of the web linked documents referenced by Dobrin 
and Weisser definitely would be.
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Conclusion

Designing theme-based courses is an engaging, challenging, and rewarding way to 
invest students in their first year writing experience. The elements of ecocomposition 
that I have referenced here are essential guidelines for achieving established course out-
comes. A theme that is broad enough allows students to remain invested in a single con-
cept and to see how their knowledge of it evolves over a period of time. Finding the rel-
evance of the theme for the students is key. As Moekle says, “When students care about a 
topic, they are eager to participate in the discussions that characterize that field of study, 
and they want to have an impact on their audience” (81). One of the challenges we face 
is finding the right themes for our unique student audiences. As we all interact with 
the natural world in some way, starting with an environmental theme is a good option. 

However, we also should remember that the natural world provides us with a safe 
place to discuss the violence and domination that humanity bestows upon the planet. 
Ecocomposition allows us to explore the metaphorical similarities between the natural 
world and exploited minority populations in society. It begins by teaching our students 
to be ecocritics. Dobrin and Weisser argue, “studying textual representation of nature is 
critical to understanding how textual production occurs” (41). When students consider 
the environments that help to construct the texts that they read, they can begin to con-
sider how their own environment influences them.

“Writing about Wolves” is just a single example of how elements of ecocomposition 
can be employed to teach critical reading and writing strategies, social justice aware-
ness, academic research, metacognition, and environmentalism. Using a theme-based 
approach while keeping the written products as the central goal of the class can both 
engage students in the course and help them to grow as readers and writers. If students 
can truly understand the mechanisms through which mythmaking impacts the belief 
systems of a society, then they are on their way to making sense of the “Fake News” era 
and the associated consequences of spreading false information. In the process, they may 
also learn how the environment that they live in now is primed for the spread of mis-
information. In the end, that environmental awareness may help to relegate the “Fake 
News” era to the history books where it will hopefully never be repeated.

Works Cited

Bartholomae, David, and Anthony Petrosky. Ways of Reading: An Anthology for Writers. 6th 
Edition. Bedford, 2002.

Beaufort, Anne. “College Writing and Beyond: Five Years Later.” Composition Forum, vol. 
26, 2012. compositionforum.com/issue/26/college-writing-beyond.php. 

Carillo, Ellen C. Securing a Place for Reading in Composition. Utah State UP, 2015.
Dobrin, Sidney I., and Christian R. Weisser. Natural Discourse Toward Ecocomposition. 

SUNY P, 2002.
Friedman, Sandie. “This Way for Vampires: Teaching First-Year Composition in 

‘Challenging Times.’” Currents in Teaching and Learning, vol. 6, no.1, Fall 2013, pp. 
77-84.



JAEPL, Vol. 24, 2019

110

Fritts, Steven H., et al. “Wolves and Humans.” Wolves: Behavior, Ecology, and Conservation, 
edited by L. David Mech and Luigi Boitani, U of Chicago P, 2003, pp. 289-316.

Journey of Natty Gann. Directed by Jeremy Kagan, Disney, 1985.
Mech. L. David and Luigi Botani, editors. Wolves: Behavior, Ecology, and Conservation. U 

of Chicago P, 2003. 
Moe, Peter Wayne. “Composition: Ecocomposition, Aristotle, and the First-Year Writing 

Course.” Composition Forum, vol. 24, 2011. compositionforum.com/issue/24/ ecocomp- 
aristotle-fyc.php. 

Moekle, Kimberly R. “The Rhetoric of Sustainability: Ecocomposition and Environmental 
Pragmatism.” Teaching Sustainability/Teaching Sustainably, edited by Kristen Allen 
Bartels and Keely A. Parker, Stylus, 2012, pp. 76-83.

Mowat, Farley. Never Cry Wolf. Back Bay, 2001.
Rinto, Erin E., and Elisa I. Cogbill-Seiders. “Library Instruction and Themed Composition 

Courses: An Investigation of Factors that Impact Student Learning.” The Journal of 
Academic Librarianship, vol. 41, 2015, pp. 14-20.

Sponenberg, Ashlie K. “Course Theme and Ideology in the Freshman Writing Classroom.” 
Pedagogy: Critical Approaches to Teaching Literature, Language, Composition, and 
Culture, vol. 12, no. 3, 2012, pp. 544-49.

Walker, Paul. “(Un)earthing a Vocabulary of Values: A Discourse Analysis for 
Ecocomposition.” Composition Studies, vol. 38, no. 1, 2010, pp. 69-87.

Wolves: A Legend Returns to Yellowstone. Directed by David Douglas, National Geographic, 
2007.


	Writing about Wolves: Using Ecocomposition Pedagogy to Teach Social Justice in a Theme-Based Composition Course
	Recommended Citation

	Writing about Wolves: Using Ecocomposition Pedagogy to Teach Social Justice in a Theme-Based Composition Course

