
BIO 48 – Spring 2009 
Independent Research Projects 
 
For this project, each of you will select a topic, on which you will give an oral 
presentation and write a paper. The topic will be in the form of a “case study,” and 
can be anything from the realm of conservation biology (but you are discouraged 
from choosing a topic that we’ve already discussed in great detail). Your topic 
should be phrased as a normative question. For example, should oil drilling be 
prohibited in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge? Should we divert funds away from 
California condor reintroduction to protect other species? Should the fate of 
Amazonian forests be put exclusively in the hands of indigenous groups? On March 6 
(5pm) you will turn in a half-page prospectus, in which you describe what you plan 
to discuss in your paper and presentation. You should also include a preliminary, 
annotated bibliography of 6-8 primary sources. The prospectus will not be graded; I 
will read them and give comments to help guide your research and writing.  
 
Approach your topic with a relatively unbiased view. Think about all of the different 
stakeholders involved in the particular situation (the organism(s), scientists, policy 
makers, local people, etc.), and consider how the normative question (what should be 
done) may differ from group to group. Your presentation and paper should have the 
following general structure. The first section is analogous to the Introduction of a 
scientific paper, and should do the following: present the normative question that 
initiated the research, give some background on the species and ecosystem(s) 
involved (including the geographic setting), provide a brief history of the problem, 
and explain why it’s worth studying. The second section is the Discussion. In this 
section, you should explore the stakeholders’ positions on the issue. Try to glean 
evidence from the literature rather than making assumptions. For example, don’t 
assume that all land developers, ranchers or timber companies are insensitive to the 
importance of biodiversity. What are the costs (both monetary and biological) of 
each normative claim? Finally, in the Conclusion, make a recommendation for which 
normative claim you support based on the evidence you have accumulated.  
 
Oral presentations will occur during the last two weeks of April. Each presentation 
will be 30 minutes long, of which the last five minutes will be set aside for 
questions. Presentations should be in PowerPoint format and saved to a flash drive 
or U-Drive. Presenters are expected to provide a short (~5 pages) journal article 
that provides some background information on the topic. Please get this paper to me 
two weeks before your presentation date; electronic copies (PDFs) are preferred. I 
will distribute these to the class one week before the presentation. 
 
The paper, which is due the last day of classes, should be ~15 pages in length. It 
should be fully referenced, using the in-text citation style typical of scientific 



journals. Amherst College has access to numerous useful databases for searching 
the primary literature. The one I prefer is the Web of Science. Click on the “AC 
links” button to find out what journals we have full-text access to. Many other 
journals are available via Interlibrary Loan, but you must allow several days to 
receive these (thus, start early!).  A minimum of 15 sources from the primary 
scientific literature must be included in your final paper. 
 
Use the journal Conservation Biology, from which many of our readings are taken, as 
a template for both your in-text citations and your bibliography. For example, 
citations in the text should be written parenthetically, for example (Shukla et al. 
1990; Costanza & Daly 1992; Eisenberg 1998; Clewell 2001). References listed in 
your bibliography should have the following formats: 
 
Clewell, A. F. 2001. Resistance to restoration. Ecological Restoration 19:3-4. (single 
authored article) 
 
Costanza, R., and H. E. Daly. 1992. Natural capital and sustainable development. 
Conservation Biology 6:37-46. (article authored by two people) 
 
Eisenberg, E. 1998. The ecology of Eden. Alfred A. Knopf, New York. (single authored 
book) 
 
Shukla, J., C. Nobre, and P. Sellers. 1990. Amazon deforestation and climate change. 
Science 247:1322-1325. (article authored by more than two people) 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Project Timeline 

- Prospectus & preliminary (6-8 primary sources) annotated bibliography due: 
Friday March 6 (5pm) 

- Annotated bibliography (15-20+ primary sources) due: Friday April 10 (5pm) 
- Draft due for Peer Review: Tuesday April 28 (in class) 
- Final paper due: Friday May 8 (5pm) 

 


