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Civic Field School I: Environmental Health Governance 
PSCI 280 / HIST 280 / ANTH 280 / SOC 280, M/W 2:00PM-4:00PM / 3600 Market, Rm. 724 
Professor Ali Kenner, ali.kenner@gmail.com                   
Office: 3600 Market, 7th Floor, 732 Office hours: M/W 4:00-5:00PM 
  
Course Description: 
In this course we will investigate how science and local expertise support environmental health 
governance in Philadelphia. Students will learn social science field techniques relevant to 
understanding urban problems, in community context, with global perspective. Assignments will 
teach students how to interview, take ethnographic fieldnotes, and conduct collaborative 
analysis. The course will make use of a virtual research environment where we can collectively 
curate and discuss data. Case studies will include lead exposure and late industrialism; 
scrapyard siting and management; climate change and air pollution research. Our primary 
course case studies will focus on Philadelphia, but examples from other locations will also be 
used. The course is designed as a field school, and is connected to a global project on air 
quality, health, and governance in six cities (The Asthma Files), a project is funded by the 
National Science Foundation. 
 
Learning Outcomes: 
By the end of the course, students will: 

1. Understand the cultural, economic, political, and material factors that shape  
environmental health in cities. 

2. Learn about the various forms of expertise that shape what is known about 
environmental health, and how environmental health issues are addressed. 

3. Understand the various policy, organizational, design, and social initiatives that 
govern environmental health in Philadelphia. 

4. Learn how to design and execute social science inquiry using mixed methods and  
media, including research questions, interviews, memos, and content analysis. 

5. Contribute to a multi-institutional, global project by engaging in collaborative social 
science research on a digital platform in development. 

  
The course is organized around three activities: 
1. In-class lectures and discussion of readings, assignments, and methods. 
2. Data collection, curation, and analysis on The Asthma Files platform. 
3. Reading assignments, videos, and review of project content. 
  
Course Texts: 
All course readings can be found on the Blackboard course website. Readings must be 
completed prior to the assigned class session. Be prepared to draw on reading assignments in 
various class activities. 
 
Point breakdowns for grades: 98-100 (A+); 93-97 (A); 90-92 (A-); 88-89 (B+); 83-87 (B); 80-
82 (B-); 78-79 (C+); 73-77 (C); 70-72 (C-); 68-69 (D+); 63-67 (D); 60-62 (D-) Below 60 (F) 
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Grading: 
Reading Responses            20%   
Video Responses          10%                             
Ethnographic Memos   20% 
Artifacts + Annotations           40% 
Final Presentation                10% 
  
Attendance is required. You are allowed one unexcused absence. Subsequent absences 
will result in a five-point grade reduction per absence.  
 
Assignments must be turned in by 11:00AM the day of class to receive full credit. I do not 
accept late assignments unless accompanied by an excused absence. Please see the 
university policy on excused absences (http://drexel.edu/provost/policies/absence/); in essence, 
an absence will only be excused with official documentation. Your grade is very dependent on 
coming to class, on time, and meeting assignment deadlines throughout the term. Details on 
what is expected in each assignment are provided below. You are responsible for maintaining 
electronic backup copies of your work. I also recommend taking advantage of Drexel’s writing 
and research resources (https://drexel.mywconline.com/). 
  
Active Class Participation           
Attendance is required, being on time is imperative and active participation is expected. 
Participation will not be graded this quarter, but disruptive class conduct will result in points off 
your overall course grade. Smart phone use is not allowed during class; points will be deducted 
from your course grade for non-course related use of digital technology between 2:00-3:50PM. 
Please arrive and be in your seat ready to start at 2:00PM. I will start promptly at 2:00PM. One 
late appearance is allowed, afterwards 1 point will be deduced from your overall course grade 
for each time you are late. Active class participation means listening, being attentive to speakers 
and engaging peers, guest speakers, and myself; this also means helping to create a space 
where everyone in the room can participate. Do not dominate class discussion. Laptops should 
be brought to class and we will use them regularly, but laptops should only be used for course 
activities. It is very obvious and distracting when students are using their laptops for non-course 
related activities. If it feels like you or others are being distracted by your laptop, you will lose a 
point for the day. 
 

Course Assignments and Evaluation 
 
Reading Responses (10 responses x 2 point per response = 20 points, 20%) 
Reading responses are due before every in-class meeting. Before each class (by 11:00AM on 
the day of class) post a brief response to the reading (1 point) and a question that you have 
about the reading that you would like to discuss in class (worth 1 point); we will discuss your 
responses and your questions in class. The response should be at least 100 words, but can be 
very informal thoughts. Reading responses should be substantive; do not summarize the 
reading. Reflect and ask questions in your responses. Point out how the reading can be useful 
for something we are trying to learn as a class, and how it connects to other topics we’re 
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learning about. Think of the reading responses as a quick mechanism to help you get your 
thoughts down on paper and jumpstart class discussion. Each response is worth two points 
towards your “Reading Response” grade. 
  
Ethnographic Memos (4 assignments x 5 points per assignment = 20 points, 20%) 
On the Friday of Weeks 2-5 you will submit an ethnographic memo (see the blog post on 
‘Research Memos’ at the end of the syllabus). There are a number of memo prompts that you 
can choose from, or you could choose your own adventure based on our in-class methods 
workshops. An ethnographic memo is your reflection on the data that we will be collecting and 
reviewing in class. The data could be an interview with someone, an event that you attend, a 
walk through a neighborhood or other area of the city (limited to three memo submissions and 
more than one must be approved), or a write up of some artifacts that you have analyzed from 
the project archive. Similar to the reading responses, memos are not very formal; memos are 
designed to help you to create and analyze data. Memos should be 800-1200 words. Memos 
will be graded based on the degree of analytic reflection. 
 
Video Responses (5 videos = 2 points per response, 10 points, 10%) 
For this class, you will be required to watch 10 hours of documentaries and submit a reflection.  
Like the reading responses, you’ll write a brief response on each of the video assignments. 
These responses should be around 200-300 words in length; they should explain how they help 
you understand the Philadelphia context, environmental health, governance or even methods. 
These should not be summaries of the video, but meta-reflections. We’ll review these in class 
on Mondays.  
 

1. Philadelphia: The Great Experiment (4 Hours; 1765-1994, “The Storm” through 
“Breakthrough, http://www.historyofphilly.com/#!archives/jbnpr) 

2. *The Fierce Green Fire (2 Hours; Amazon or Youtube Rental) 
3. The Storm (1 Hour; http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/storm/) 
4. Shelter in Place (1 Hour; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XCY_lQqaL4) 
5. *Urbanized (90 minutes; http://www.hustwit.com/category/urbanized/) 
6. *Unnatural Causes: Place Maters (30 minutes; 

https://vimeo.com/ondemand/unnaturalcauses/) 
  
Artifacts + Annotations (5 submissions x 8 points = 40 points, 40%) 
As a field school course, part of your assignment will be to collect and annotate artifacts related 
to environmental health in Philadelphia. You will submit one artifact with an annotation each 
week. Artifacts can be images, documents, videos, websites, or fieldnotes; at lease two artifact 
submissions must be primary sources. Annotations must answer at least five questions about 
the artifact; you get to choose which questions you want to answer about the artifact. All of this 
will be easy to understand once you see how this works in the research platform.  
 
Final Presentation (10 points, 10%) 
On the last two days of class you will give a 7-8 minute long presentation on your research. You 
will be required to prepare a powerpoint. A grading rubric will be posted in Blackboard.  
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Academic Policies 
  
Academic Honesty 
Academic honesty of the highest order is expected. It is not acceptable to submit work done for 
another class in this class, though it is acceptable to build on previous work. Talk to me if you 
have questions about this. Nor, of course, is it acceptable to submit work done by someone else 
as your own. Citations must be included for both indirect and direct quotation, providing clear 
documentation of sources. Special care must be taken to properly cite digital resources. Please 
see the Student Handbook for complete guidelines on academic honesty. Here is a useful 
review of plagiarism: http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/plagiarism.html. If I am able to 
confirm plagiarism or another form of academic dishonesty on any assignment in this course, 
you are likely to fail the entire course. As Drexel students, you are responsible for reading and 
adhering to Drexel’s Code of Conduct:  
http://www.drexel.edu/studentlife/community_standards/studentHandbook/general_information/c
ode_of_conduct/ 
  
Attendance 
Attendance is required. Unexcused absences will result in a five-point grade reduction for each 
unexcused absence. Documentation for excused absences should be obtained from the 
Student Experience Office, 4th floor Academy Hall, x8022, se@rpi.edu. 
  
Grade Appeals 
You may appeal a grade through a written statement describing the grounds on which a change 
of grade should be considered appropriate. Grade appeals must be submitted within one-week 
of receiving the grade. Before initiating a formal appeal, feel free to talk to me. Please wait a 
minimum of 24-hours after receiving the grade before contacting me about a grade appeal. If 
you decide to pursue an appeal, the written statement must reference one of the three criteria 
identified in the Student Handbook as grounds for appeal. According to the Handbook, the 
"allegation must be based upon a violation of the course syllabus, a violation of Institute policy, 
or a violation of the student's rights under the Student Bill of Rights." 
  
Course Drop Policy 
See http://www.drexel.edu/provost/policies/course_drop.asp 
  
Course Change Policy 
As the instructor, I have the right to modify this syllabus at any time. I will solicit feedback from 
the class before any changes are made, and students will be notified in a timely manner both in 
class and via Drexel email. 
  
Students with Disabilities 
Students with disabilities that have been certified by the Office of Disability Resources should 
inform me of their needs as soon as possible so that we can accommodate any necessary 
modifications. The Office of Disability Resources is located at 3201 Arch Street, Suite 210. For 
more information, see http://www.drexel.edu/oed/disabilityResources/ 
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Quarter Schedule 
 

*** WEEK ONE *** 
 
Monday July 25th                Introductions / Research 101 
  
Monday Class:  

1) Introduction to Course + Syllabus 
2) Discussion of Six Cities Project + Case Studies 
3) Discussion of Methods  

  
Wednesday July 27th                                                        Research 101 / Environmental Health 101 
  
Wednesday Reading:  

1) PECE User Guide http://pece.readthedocs.io/en/docs/usersguide.html#content-glossary 
2) “Introduction,” Street Science by Jason Corburn, pp. 1-24.  

 
Wednesday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #1 
 

Wednesday Class:  
1) Discuss readings  
2) Talk methods, data, + platform  
3) History of environmental health 

 
***Friday July 29th: Artifact + Annotation #1 Due*** 
 
Online Assignment                                         History / Power / Development 
 
Watch “Fever,” “Disorder,” “An Equal Chance,” and “The Floodgates Open” from Philadelphia: The 
Great Experiment http://www.historyofphilly.com/#!archives/jbnpr 
 

*** WEEK TWO *** 
  
Monday August 1st                 A History of Air Pollution 
  
Monday Reading:  

1) Chapters One and Two in Street Science, Corburn, pp. 25-78. 
 
Monday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #2 
 

Monday Class:  
1) Discuss readings and videos 
2) Discuss artifacts and annotations (#1) 
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Wednesday August 3rd                       EH and Science and Technology Studies 
  
Wednesday Reading:  

1) “Getting into the Field: New Approaches to Research Methods” by Brown et al. pp. 46-63. 
 
Wednesday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #3 
2) Artifact + Annotation #2 

 
Wednesday Class:  

1) Discuss reading 
2) Methods workshop 
3) Discuss artifacts 

  
Ethnographic Memo #1 Due Friday August 5th 
 
Online Assignment                                                Snapshot of Philadelphia 
 
Watch “The Promise,” “The Fight,” and “Breakthrough” from Philadelphia: The Great Experiment 
http://www.historyofphilly.com/#!archives/jbnpr 
 
 

*** WEEK THREE *** 
 
Monday August 8th               Childhood Lead Exposure 
  
Monday Reading:  

1) Chapters 3 and 4 in Street Science by Corburn, pp. 79-144. 
 
Monday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #4 
 
Monday Class:  

1) Discuss readings and videos 
2) Lecture on childhood lead exposure 
3) Discuss ethnographic memos #1 

  
Wednesday August 10th                                 Childhood Lead Exposure 
  
Wednesday Reading:  

1) “Science and Technology Studies and an Engaged Program” Sergio Sismondo, pp. 13-32. 
 
Wednesday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #5 
2) Artifact + Annotation #3 
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Wednesday Class:  
1) Discuss reading 
2) Review artifacts and annotations 
3) Methods workshop 

 
Ethnographic Memo #2 Due Friday August 12th  
 
 
Online                                                 History of the Environmental Movement 
 
Watch The Fierce Green Fire 
 

*** WEEK FOUR *** 
 
Monday August 15th                                                     Air Quality & Asthma    
 
Monday Reading:  

1) Chapters 5 and 6 from Street Science by Corburn, pp. 145-200. 
 

Monday Assignment:  
1) Reading Response #6 

 
Monday Class:  

1) Discuss readings 
2) Discuss memos 
3) Air quality workshop 

 
Wednesday August 17th                                                             Air Pollution & Infrastructure        
  
Wednesday Reading:  

1)  “Collaboration, Coordination, and Composition” by Kelty et al. pp. 184-206. 
 
Wednesday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #7 
2) Artifact + Annotation #4 

 
Wednesday Class:  

1) Discuss readings 
2) Methods workshop 
3) Air quality workshop 

 
Ethnographic Memo #3 Due Friday August 19th  
 
 
Online                                            Industrial Pollution, Racism, and Inequality 
 
Watch Shelter in Place and Unnatural Causes: Place Matters. 
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*** WEEK FIVE *** 
 
Monday August 22nd                                                                               Urban Climate Planning        
  
Monday Reading:  

1) “Un-Knowing Exposure: Toxic Emergency Housing, Strategic Inclusivity and Governance in the 
US Global South” (Shapiro) 

 
Monday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #8 
 
Monday Class:  

1) Discuss readings 
2) Discuss memos 
3) Survey on climate change 

  
Wednesday August 24th                           Urban Climate Planning 
  
Wednesday Reading:  

1) Ali’s climate change article 
 
Wednesday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #9 
2) Artifact + Annotation #5 

 
Wednesday Class:  
 
Ethnographic Memo #4 Due Friday August 26th  
 
Online                                                                            Governing Cities  
 
Watch The Storm and Urbanized 
 

*** WEEK SIX *** 
 
Monday August 29th                              Research Reflections 
 
Monday Reading:  

1) TBD 
 
Monday Assignment:  

1) Reading Response #10 
 
Monday Class:  

1) Final Presentations 
2) Course Evaluations 

 



 9 

Ethnographic Memo #5 Due Wednesday August 31st  
 
  
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
To help you think abou the ethnographic memo assignment, read Chip Bruce’s below description: 
https://chipbruce.net/teaching/graduate-student-survival/doing-research/research-memos/ 
 

Research memos 
The general notion of research memos is that somewhere between the research per se and the writing of a 
dissertation or book about it, there’s a need for short writings (500-1000 words) on specific topics. Memos are 
widely used in ethnographic and case study approaches. They can serve several important functions: 

• Save key insights or connections among ideas; 
• Record data, and especially the parameters (where, when, how) about the data needed to make ene of 

it later; 
• Help with collaboration (as between a doctoral student and committee) or across research projects; 
• Begin shaping the overall argument for a report on the study. 

You should choose the categories that make sense for your study. Note that these might correspond to the 
chapters, or sections, that you want to write. Or, they could reflect aspects of the study, such as particular sites. 
A typical set might be 

• [TM] Theoretical memo–thoughts on the theories you’re using; new questions; ideas for linking 
theories 

• [BM] Bibliographic memo–similar to the TM, but more of a response to or analysis of a specific text 
• [MM] Methodological memo–comments on the methodology, e.g., why you choose to 

shorten/lengthen the interviews 
• [DM] Data memo–notes about what data you have, where it’s located and in what format; data memos 

could include key bits of data, such as quotes, or vignettes 
• [AM] Analytic memo–analysis of (usually) one aspect of the data, e.g., an interesting connection you 

make between two interviews 
• [IM] Implications memo–thoughts for the introduction & conclusion 
• [WM] Writing memo–general idea about your own text, i.e., some overall metaphor you want to 

develop, or ideas about tone and voice 
It’s helpful if the memos are tied to the data in some systematic way, e.g., “pertains to Interviewee #7, second 
interview, part 3”. But seek a balance on the categories and structure. Having too little will make it difficult to 
make sense of and use the memos months later; having too much may discourage you from writing the memos 
at all. It’s like a fitness program: Some structure can help you to keep going and to build systematically, but 
don’t do so much that memo-writing becomes a major chore. 

You could organize the memos with tags, post blog entries or send email messages with the categories in the 
subject line, e..g., 

     [TM] why the suggestion about Bildung needs more work 
or create a Community Inquiry Lab and in the doc center have folders for each category. The point is to make 
it easy for others to respond to specific ideas without getting lost in a lot of text as well as for you to recover 
the ideas when they’re needed later. 
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