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I.  Subject:   ENC 1101 (English Composition I) 

 Topic:  The Earth Charter Connection 
 Grade:   College Level 
 Time:   Five 50-Minute Lessons 

 
II. Goal: For the “Letter Writing Assignment” unit, students will explore concepts of sustainability by 

studying the Earth Charter and working to make connections between the principles stated in the 
Charter and issues currently in the news. In the process, students will practice techniques for 
researching, reading, analyzing, and responding to texts in writing. They will also enhance their 
understanding of sustainability, personal and social responsibility, and civic engagement through 
letter writing. 
 

III. Instructional Objectives: Students will: 
 

1. become familiar with the history of the creation of the Earth Charter. 
2. understand the scope and purpose of the Earth Charter. 
3. develop a working definition of sustainability. 
4. identify resources for finding reliable and current information. 
5. demonstrate basic researching skills. 
6. practice making connections between abstract principles and concrete examples.  
7. recognize the importance of audience awareness. 
8. demonstrate the ability to tailor writing to the needs of a specific audience. 
9. support an argument with relevant personal experience, logical observation, and ethical reasoning. 
10. understand the importance of building credibility through responding thoughtfully and 

proofreading carefully. 
 

IV. Content Outline:  
 

1. What is sustainability? 
2. What is the Earth Charter and how was it created? 
3. How can we find information about current events? 
4. What are the connections between individual news stories and the principles of the Earth Charter? 
5. How can the principles of the Earth Charter be reconciled with the issues currently in the news? 
6. How can individuals engage in current events and help solve current problems? 
7. Who else (leaders, organizations) can help solve the problem(s) discussed in the news? 

 
V. Instructional Strategies 

 
       Day 1: Introductory Lecture/Discussion  

Instructor initiates brief discussion of sustainability by asking students questions and probing for 
prior knowledge on the subject. Instructor then explains the history of the creation of the Earth 



Charter, outlines the basic structure, and highlights a few of the principles in order to show the 
depth and breadth of the document and to emphasize its expansion beyond “green” or 
“environmental” principles. Instructor then gives a brief overview of the upcoming assignments in 
ANGEL (LMS) and their relation to the final Letter Writing Assignment. Instructor fields questions 
from class. 
Homework: Visit the Earth Charter website, read the entire Charter, and write down two principles 
which you find particularly important. 

    
Day 2: Group Activity and Research Demonstration 

1. Students get into groups of three or four. Students share the principles they selected from the 
Charter and discuss why those principles resonate with them. The note-taker in each group lists the 
principles selected by the group members. Instructor visits each group to help and to join the 
discussions. After 10-15 minutes, instructor reads the lists from a few groups to the class. Instructor 
facilitates a brief class discussion, making observations and asking questions. 

2. Using the projector, instructor shows students how to browse online newspapers, encouraging 
students to make connections to the principles of the Earth Charter as newspaper sections are 
browsed and headlines are read. Instructor reviews how to use Miami Dade College’s library 
databases (a skill they practiced earlier in the semester) to search for specific current events, 
featuring in particular the Newsbank database. Instructor also demonstrates the advantages and 
disadvantages of searching for newspaper articles using open-internet search engines (Google), 
using Newsbank, and using the internal search engines of various newspapers’ websites. 
Homework: Browse a newspaper or search for a newspaper article about a specific topic. Select an 
article on a current event that interests you. Read the article and write a paragraph in your Journal 
in which you do the following:  

i. Introduce your article with a full signal phrase and one- or two-sentence paraphrased summary. 
ii. Explain how it relates to the Earth Charter by quoting a specific principle or subprinciple using a full 

signal phrase. 
iii. Develop your explanation of the connection (between the article and the Earth Charter principle) 

and the importance of the issue using your own observations, experiences, and analysis. 
iv. Revise and proofread your paragraph and bring to class. 

Day 3: Group Activity 
1. Instructor asks if a few students will share their Journal paragraph with the class.  
2. Students get into groups of three or four and share their Journal paragraphs with the members of 

their groups. Group note-takers make a T-Chart, listing the groups’ principles from the Earth 
Charter (by number) in the left-hand column and listing the corresponding current issue/event in 
the right-hand column. Instructor visits each group to provide guidance. After 15-20 minutes, 
instructor shares the charts from a few of the groups with the class and facilitates a brief class 
discussion the current events’ connection to the Earth Charter principles. 
Homework:  In your Journal, do a focused freewrite for 15 minutes about the main problem 
discussed in the article you selected. Reflect upon why the topic is important to you, how the Earth 
Charter addresses it, and who could do what to fix it. 
 
Day 4: Assignment Guidelines Lecture and Group Activity 

1. Instructor reviews official instructions for the Letter Writing Assignment, outlining the options for 
students’ intended audiences (an editor of a newspaper, an elected official, a for-profit company, 
or a non-profit organization), emphasizing the importance of audience awareness for this 
assignment. Instructor fields questions from students about the assignment parameters. 



2. Students get into groups of three or four and discuss their focused freewrites. Students then 
brainstorm together about to whom each member of the group could write his or her letter, based 
on the content of each student’s article. Note-takers from each group make a T-Chart, listing the 
topics from the news in the left-hand column and the possible audiences for each topic in the right-
hand column. Instructor visits each group to help with the brainstorming process. After 10-15 
minutes, instructor shares the lists from a few groups with the class and facilitates a brief 
discussion. 
Homework: Draft your Letter following the instructions in ANGEL. Bring your typed Rough Draft to 
our next class for Peer Responding. 
 
Day 5: Peer Responding Session 

1. Instructor reviews the Peer Responding process (which students have done earlier in the semester). 
Instructor projects and reviews the Peer Responding Sheet that students will fill out for each of 
their classmates’ Letter drafts that they read. 

2. Students read two of their classmates’ Letter drafts, filling out a form that asks specific questions 
about the content and format. 
Homework: Revise your Letter considering your classmates’ advice and proofreading carefully for 
grammatical, mechanical, and syntactical errors.  
 

VI. Assessment:  
Evaluation of Journal entries (low-stakes, 5 points each). 
Peer Responding Session (credit/no credit, 25 points) 
Evaluation of Letters (high-stakes, 150 points). 
     

VII. Materials:  
 

1. The Earth Charter 
http://www.earthcharterinaction.org/content/pages/Read-the-Charter.html 
2. Miami Dade College’s Library Databases 
http://www.mdc.edu/north/library/ 
3. Newspaper websites 
http://www.miamiherald.com/ 
http://www.sun-sentinel.com/ 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ 

  4. Letter Writing Assignment Sheet (see attached) 
  5. Peer Responding Sheet (see attached) 
 
 

VIII. Miami Dade College General Education Outcomes: 
 

Outcome #1: Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills. 
Outcome #3:   Solve problems using critical and creative thinking and scientific reasoning. 
Outcome #4:  Formulate strategies to locate, evaluate, and apply information. 
Outcome #5:  Demonstrate knowledge of diverse cultures, including global and historical perspectives.  
Outcome #6:  Create strategies that can be used to fulfill personal, civic, and social responsibilities. 
Outcome #7:  Demonstrate knowledge of ethical thinking and its application to issues in society. 
Outcome #8:  Use computer and emerging technologies effectively. 
Outcome #10: Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of humans on the   

environment. 

http://www.earthcharterinaction.org/content/pages/Read-the-Charter.html
http://www.mdc.edu/north/library/
http://www.miamiherald.com/
http://www.sun-sentinel.com/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/


IX. ENC 1101 Course Competencies: 

Competency 1: The student will produce writing by 
a. choosing and limiting a subject that can be sufficiently developed within a given time, for a specific 

purpose and audience. 
b. developing and refining pre-writing and planning skills. 
c. formulating the main point to reflect the subject and purpose of the writing. 
d. supporting the main point with specific details and arranging them logically. 
e. using appropriate transitional devices. 
f. writing an effective conclusion. 

 
Competency 3: The student will proofread, edit, and revise by 

a. recognizing and correcting errors in clarity. 
b. recognizing and correcting errors in unity and coherence. 
c. using conventional sentence structure and correcting sentence errors such as fragments, run-ons, 

comma splices, misplaced modifiers, and faulty parallelism. 
d. recognizing and correcting errors in utilizing the conventions of Standard American English 

including: 
 using standard verb forms and consistent tense. 
 maintaining agreement between subject and verb, and between pronoun and antecedent. 
 using correct subjective, objective, and possessive case pronouns. 
 maintaining consistency in point of view. 
 using standard spelling, punctuation, and capitalization. 
 selecting vocabulary appropriate to audience, purpose, and occasion. 

 
Competency 4: The student will read and respond to selections by 

a. identifying main ideas, purpose, overall organizational patterns, supporting details, and elements 
of coherence in assigned readings. 

b. distinguishing fact from opinion. 
c. summarizing and/or paraphrasing passages. 

 
Competency 5: The student will conduct research by 

a. assembling sources on a designated subject. 
b. taking effective notes from sources. 
c. recognizing when and how to document sources. 

  



 Take-Home Letter Writing Assignment  

MDC’S LEARNING OUTCOMES ASSESSED:  
COMMUNICATION, CRITICAL THINKING, INFORMATION LITERACY, and CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY 

Worth:  150 points   Length: 300 – 400 words 
 
Purpose 
Letter writing is a skill that is essential in most careers and in our day-to-day lives. Writing a letter requires you 
to carefully consider your audience and to tailor your argument to a person or specific group of people. Unlike 
a text message, letters are formal documents, even if they are submitted electronically. People write letters 
for a variety of reasons. Many employers will not consider applicants if they do not submit a well-written 
Cover Letter. Also, letters become vehicles for people to have their voices heard.  For this assignment, you will 
write a letter to an editor of a newspaper, an elected official, a for-profit company, or a non-profit 
organization, in response to an article published in a newspaper.  
 
Assignment 

Find and clip, print, or photocopy an article or column from The Miami Herald or The Sun Sentinel (or 
another well-known paper with a print edition--the publication must have an editor). You should choose a 
text that covers current issues or topics you know and care about. For example, don’t choose a Herald 
article on Calle Ocho zoning permits if you are not familiar with or interested in the issue. Once you have 
chosen a text, respond to the issue in a formal letter to the editor of that newspaper, an elected official, a 
for-profit company, or a non-profit organization that wields some power. Somewhere in your letter, you 
must explain how you are qualified to comment, and you must connect the content of the article to at least 
one principle or sub-principle from the Earth Charter. The final letter’s body text should be between 300 
and 400 words (one to one-and-a-half pages). You must submit your typed letter attached to the clipped, 
printed, or photocopied text to which your letter responds and to your Peer Responding sheets. 

 
Audience 
Awareness of your audience is exceptionally important in a letter. When a person reads a letter that is 
specifically addressed to him or her, it is like the writer is talking directly to the reader. If the writer has not 
carefully considered the reader, that reader may not respond effectively. Whether you are writing your letter 
to an editor, an elected official, a company, or an organization, you should very briefly describe the article to 
which you are responding and its context—then move on and add your response. You must do more than 
summarize the article. Below are some important considerations for the different audience options you have 
for this assignment. 
 

Letter to the Editor 
Writing a letter to the editor allows you to join public discussion on a current topic affecting your 
world. People write letters to editors of newspapers such as the The Reporter, Miami Herald, Miami 
Times, Sun Sentinel, and South America Daily, magazines such as Newsweek, Sports Illustrated, and 
Rolling Stone, and professional journals such as the Journal of Statistics Education, North American 
Journal of Fisheries Management, and Online Journal of Issues in Nursing. Letters to the editor are 
usually written in response to a news article, opinion column, or another letter to the editor, but they 
can also address interviews, political cartoons, photos, or current events and issues that the 
publication has overlooked. The writers contribute to the discussions within the community of readers 
of the publication adding insight and perspective to the information that is covered. It is important to 
remember that the author of the article is not the editor. The editor is the author’s boss. Letters to 
the editor might thank the editor for publishing the article, point out something the editor overlooked 
about an issue, agree with and add support to an idea that what was published, or they might disagree 



with it and explain why it is problematic—and sometimes they do a little bit of both. Keep in mind that 
if your letter is published, your audience expands to include the readers of the newspaper.  
 

Letter to an Elected Official 
When you write a letter to an elected official, it is important to research the debatable issue you are 
contacting the person about, including any legislation currently being considered and how the person 
usually votes on similar issues. Usually, people write to elected officials to encourage them to vote a 
certain way in on a current piece of legislation. Occasionally, in letters to elected officials, writers thank 
or scold the politician for the way he or she has voted on specific issues. 
 
Letter to a For-Profit Company 
People often write letters to companies when to express their approval or disapproval with the 
companies’ products, marketing, and policies. When writing to a company, you should consider to 
whom your letter should be addressed and how that person will be able to help fix the problem. These 
kinds of letters are powerful because they help the company to understand what customers think of 
them, and they respond in order to maintain their competitive edge. 
 
Letter to a Non-Profit Organization 
People write to organizations that are active in public affairs, such as the National Organization of 
Women, the World Health Organization, the Service Employees International Union in order to help 
direct those organizations’ attention to specific issues. Often, writers ask organizations to intervene, to 
push for legislation, or to make a statement on a current problem.  It is important to know about the 
organization’s history, mission, and its current campaigns and events; likewise, it is important to know 
who in the organization can respond best to your concern. 

 
Finding a Newspaper Article 
You must find your article in a newspaper or from a newspaper’s website. Do not simply Google a topic you 
care about; the results of internet searches are not all newspaper articles. Instead of searching through 
Google or another search engine, go to the newspaper’s website and use their search bar. Alternatively, you 
can go to the MDC library databases and search Newsbank for the topic you care about. Keep in mind that 
CNN.com, Yahoo News, and other such TV and internet news websites are not newspapers and do not have 
editors. Finally, you can also get a paper copy of a newspaper and browse through it for articles that interest 
you. 
 
First Paragraph and Thesis 
Your letter should address some particular part of the newspaper article to which you are responding. Writers 
generally respond to texts in one of three ways: agree and expand, disagree and refute, or qualify (accept 
parts and reject others). Letters often take sides in current controversies and offer new perspectives on them, 
adding support or levying criticism of a specific issue and calling the readers to action. Your first paragraph 
must begin with a full signal phrase and one- or two-sentence paraphrased summary of the entire article. 
Unlike an academic essay, in a letter, you should state your thesis early in the first paragraph. Your letter 
MUST do more than summarize the original article. 
 
Support 
You should develop support for your thesis in the paragraphs after your introduction. Within your letter, 
support your argument by connecting the ideas from the article to a principle or sub-principle from the 
Earth Charter using a full signal phrase. Develop the connection with your own analysis. Your support can 
also come from your own experiences and observations, or you could consult another text and quote from it 
in your letter. As always, use logical analysis, organization, and academic English.  Explain to the reader(s) why 



you are qualified to comment on the issue and proofread carefully to build your credibility. Again, DO NOT 
simply summarize the original article; add something new to the debate. If you are thanking the reader(s) for 
publishing an article, voting a certain way, taking action, or making a decision about an issue, explain why that 
issue is important to you and why others should care also. 
 
Format and Organization 
Letters to the editor follow the format of formal letter. For our purposes, your letter to the editor will follow a 
specific format, which may differ from the actual requirements of the place where you would send a real 
letter. (Many newspapers, legislators, and companies have a shorter word-count requirement.) Similarly, you 
do not need to find the reader’s name, or the address where you would send a response, but you can if you 
want. In formal letter, the writer gives detailed contact information, but you will invent a FAKE address and 
phone number for this hypothetical version.  
 

 Double-space your entire document. Your letter should begin with the date at the top, aligned with 
the left margin.  

 Skip two (double-spaced) lines and type your greeting: Dear _______, or To _______:  Skip another 
line and begin your first paragraph.  

 Within the first paragraph of the body, you should state: 1) the full name of the author of the 
article if available, 2) the full title of the text to which you are responding capitalized and in 
quotation marks, 3) a very brief but explanatory description of the editorial’s main point, and 4) 
your thoughts on the issue—i.e. your main point or thesis.  

 Instead of indentation to mark each new paragraph, follow letter style by skipping a line between 
paragraphs. After your introductory paragraph, the following paragraphs should develop and 
reinforce your thesis. Do more than summarize the original article; say something new.  

 After your final sentence (the zinger), you can skip one line and add a closing such as Sincerely, if 
you’d like. Then skip two lines and type your real full name, a fake address (123 Main St. Faketown, 

FL 12345), and a fake (555-1234) phone number along the left margin. DO NOT GIVE YOUR REAL 
ADDRESS OR PHONE NUMBER. Please use your real name, however, as this will be the only place it 
appears on your paper. Sign your letter by hand in the space above your name. 

 Follow the formatting on the attached sample Letter to the Editor.  

 

 



23 November 2011 

 

 

Dear Editor and Los Angeles Times readers, 

 

Re the November 21
st
 article, “Hundreds of UC Davis Students Protest Pepper-Spraying by Police.” I am 

writing to express my utter horror and disgust at the treatment of the peaceful student-protesters at UC-Berkeley 

and UC-Davis in the past few weeks. The response of the police at the behest of the California State University 

system was unnecessarily brutal and a frightening violation of the students’ human and civil rights. 

 

As a long-time activist and professor at Miami Dade College, I am appalled that students who were exercising 

their First Amendment rights to free speech and peaceful assembly were treated with such disdain and violence. 

These students were merely engaging in non-violent civil disobedience to protest dramatic tuition hikes in 

California universities and the general income inequality that pervades our economic system.  

 

Not only were the students’ peaceful protests protected by the U.S. Constitution, but also their actions represent 

the kind of non-violent dissent that is necessary for a sustainable world. The Earth Charter, an international 

statement of “Values and Principles for a Sustainable Future,” promotes “just, participatory, sustainable, and 

peaceful” societies (Principle 3), protects everyone’s right to “freedom of opinion, expression, peaceful 

assembly, association, and dissent” (Principle 13.c), and encourages a “culture of tolerance, nonviolence, and 

peace” (Principle 16) in order “to prevent violent conflict” (Principle 16.b). The police, in this case at least, 

violated these principles. 

 

Recently, at an Occupy Miami march, I walked alongside a young man who expressed resentment toward the 

police who oversaw our demonstration. “They don’t care about this stuff,” he said. “They’re getting paid.”  In 

the police officers’ defense, I reminded my fellow protester that, economically at least, the police are part of the 



“99%” like us. But the actions of police in New York City, Oakland, Denver, and now Berkeley and Davis have 

me rethinking my comment. As Matthew Taibbi of Rolling Stone Magazine put it in his recent article, “How I 

Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Protests,” the volume and intensity with which the police have been 

dispatched on recent protests around the country is unsettling, especially considering the relatively small 

number of law enforcement officers assigned to root out the corruption and fraud in our banking system that 

caused our current financial mess. 

 

We can do better by our young people. To quote Melvin Van Peebles, “This ain’t America, is it? You can’t fool 

me!” 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Brooke Bovee 

Brooke Bovee 

123 Main St. 

Faketown, FL 12345 

555-1234 

 


