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Telling the Clean Tech Story in 

Germany and Spain 
HNRS 350 | Summer 2015 | Instructor: Sara Peach   
Email: peach@unc.edu   
 

 

This six-week course in Germany and Spain will offer students the chance to study and 
document European communities and businesses that are participating in an emerging 
renewable-energy revolution. They will see firsthand how businesses, policymakers and ordinary 
citizens in the two focus countries are navigating a rapid transition from fossil fuels to renewable 
energy.  
 
The Navarre region in Spain, for example, generates 80 percent of its electricity from renewable 
sources, while the German village of Wildpoldsried is able to produce five times the amount of 
energy it needs from wind, solar, biogas, and other renewable sources. Yet few Americans know 
about such European initiatives and continue to view renewable energy as “a boutique product, 
cool but otherworldly,” as New York Times writer Elisabeth Rosenthal has put it.1  
 
In this course, students will learn how European communities are approaching renewable energy 
and other sustainability issues and consider which lessons, stories, and ideas would resonate with 
a large audience. They will write news-style articles and gather photographs for a class news site 
that will report and reflect on the issues they uncover in these countries. The course is intended 
to equip students with communication skills that they can rely upon throughout their academic 
and professional careers.  
 
This course proposal was developed with support from the UNC Center for Global Initiatives, 
which enabled Sara Peach to travel with the 2013 Burch Seminar in Germany, Sweden, and 
Denmark, to study how the impact of the seminar could be expanded through a course in 
communication.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/24/sunday-review/life-after-oil-and-gas.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
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Course requirements and assessment 
Component Percentage 

Class participation  10 

Exercise: Photo assignment  10 

Exercise: Person-on-the-street story  10 

Exercise: Field trip story   15 

Exercise: Expert interview 15 

Rough draft of feature story  15 

Final feature story  15 

Final exam 10 

TOTAL 100 
 

Required texts  
Covering the Environment: How Journalists Work the Green Beat, by R. Wyss (Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates, 2007) 

Clean Break: The Story of Germany's Energy Transformation and What Americans Can Learn 
from It, by Osha Gray Davidson (Kindle Single)  
 

Additional readings  
“How wind displaced coal in Spain,” by Giles Parkinson, Reneweconomy, August 18, 2013  
http://reneweconomy.com.au/2013/graph-of-the-day-how-wind-displaced-coal-in-spain-47008 
 

“Catalonia declares energy independence,” by Clare Taylor, The Energy Collective, December 
18, 2013  
http://theenergycollective.com/claretaylor/318031/catalonia-declares-energy-independence 
 

“The lesson in renewable energy development in Spain,” by Toby D. Couture, Renewable 
Energy World, July 30, 2013  
http://www.renewableenergyworld.com/rea/news/article/2013/07/a-lesson-in-renewable-energy-development-from-
spain 
 

“Spain Ejects Clean-Power Industry With Europe Precedent: Energy,” by Alex Morales and Ben 
Sills, Bloomberg, May 30, 2012  
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http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-05-29/spain-ejects-clean-power-industry-with-europe-precedent-energy.html 
 

Smart Power: Climate Change, the Smart Grid, and the Future of Electric Utilities, by Peter 
Fox-Penner (Island Press, 2010) (selected chapters)  
 

Energy Transition: Energiewende 
http://energytransition.de/ 
 

“Germany is right: there is no right to profit, but the right to work is essential,” by John 
Studzinski, The Guardian, February 5, 2013  
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/feb/06/germany-success-humanity-medium-firms 
 

German Mittelstand: Engine of the German economy, by the Federal Ministry of Economics and 
Technlogy, Berlin, Germany (PDF)  
 

“Roundup: How U.S. media are covering the German rush for renewables,” by Sara Peach, The 
Yale Forum on Climate Change & the Media, April 30, 2013 
http://www.yaleclimatemediaforum.org/2013/04/roundup-how-u-s-media-are-covering-the-
german-rush-for-renewables/ 
 

“Trans-Atlantic exchange: Why California is to blame for the Energiewende,” by Paul Hockenos 
(Heinrich Boll Stiftung, January 2013) (PDF download)  
 

“Germany’s solar-power success: Too much of a good thing?” by Andrew Curry, Grist, April 1, 
2013 
http://grist.org/business-technology/germanys-solar-power-success-too-much-of-a-good-thing/ 
  
“Is Germany killing the environment to save it?” Der Spiegel, March 12, 2013 
 

Additional, time-sensitive news stories will be selected in early 2015. 

 

Course objectives 
No matter what kind of work students do during their careers, being able to communicate with a 
mass audience will help them stand out. Nonprofits, government agencies, eco-friendly 
businesses, universities and news organizations all look for employees who can effectively 
communicate complex information to a general audience.  
 
My main objective in “Telling the clean-tech story in Germany and Spain” is to introduce 
students to the skills they need to communicate effectively with a general audience about clean-
tech issues.  



 4

 
The goals of HNRS 350 are to help students:  
 

 understand key approaches in Germany and Spain to addressing climate change 

 improve their photography by helping them understand principles of composition, light 
and moment 

 generate, select and develop written story ideas related to renewable energy and climate 
change in these countries  

 choose credible sources who can speak fairly and accurately about highly controversial 
issues  

 practice conducting interviews and engaging in cross-cultural communication  

 improve their writing by using strategies such as rewriting and seeking help from others 
 

The course is a companion to HNRS 350, “Sustainability and Corporate Social and 
Environmental Responsibility in Germany and Spain,” taught by Dr. David Salvesen. In 
developing stories for this course, students are strongly encouraged to draw on the concepts from 
Dr. Salvesen’s course. When seeking sources, they may also contact guest speakers, field trip 
leaders, and others they meet in Dr. Salvesen’s course. 
 
This course is open to students from all majors who have an interest in sustainability and 
communication. Students will be recruited through the School of Journalism and Mass 
Communication, the Curriculum for Environment and Ecology, the Department of 
Communication Studies, the minor in sustainability, and other relevant campus entities.  
 

Completing coursework 
Because students will be recruited to the program from a variety of backgrounds, some students 
will not have completed any coursework in communicating with a mass audience, while others 
will have little starting knowledge in business or the environment.  To complete the writing 
assignments, students will be divided into pairs: Students who have completed coursework in the 
environment or business will be paired with students who have taken a journalism or 
communication studies course. One will serve as the lead researcher, while the other will serve 
as the lead writer. This approach worked will during the 2013 Burch Seminar in Germany, 
Sweden and Denmark, in which a small group of students with different skill sets worked 
together to produce a short film.  
 
Each exercise (“person-on-the-street” story, expert interview, “field trip” story) is designed to 
help the students complete their final feature story. Students will choose a topic to focus on at the 
beginning of the class. Then, they will gather material about that topic by interviewing ordinary 
people on the street about it, by conducting an interview with a relevant expert, and by writing 



 5

up information about a related field trip. They are highly encouraged to re-use this information to 
complete their final feature stories. For example, the final feature story may contain quotes from 
the expert interviewed for the “Expert interview” exercise.   
 

Topics   
Unit 1: Introduction to renewable energy and communication  

 Introduction to the region, culture, and the course  

 Introduction to journalistic writing  

 How to find identify and select good stories  

 Field trips: Introduction to untold stories related renewable energy. We will meet with 
local journalists, business leaders, and government officials to discuss potential topics for 
coverage during the class.  

 How to use a content management system to publish material to the class website  
 
Unit 2: Photography  

 How to capture a photo that tells a story  

◦ Light 

◦ Moment 

◦ Composition  

 Field trip: Capturing key moments of the renewable energy story in the field. Students 
will take photos and material for captions during an excursion and bring their top photos 
back to class for a photo workshop.  

 
Unit 3: Reporting on renewable energy  

 Introduction to interviewing  

 How to find credible, charismatic sources  

 How to find credible data to support your story  

 Field trips: Reporting on renewable energy in the field. Students will attend lectures by 
local renewable energy leaders and write about lessons learned  

 

Unit 4: Telling renewable energy stories for a mass audience  
 Structuring a story to nab readers  

 Narrowing a story topic  

 Four writing workshops  
 

Sample Lesson Outlines and Assignments 



 6

Note: These sample lesson outlines are meant to illustrate how learning and practicing 
communication skills can be woven into field trips and experiences similar to those of the 
Summer 2013 Burch Seminar in Germany, Sweden, and Denmark.  
 
Lesson: Introduction to the region and the course 
In class: Welcome to the region and overview of the course. We will discuss the following 
questions:  
 
In your experience, what does the media get right about the environment? What do they get 
wrong? 
 
Why might it be important to communicate effectively about the environment?  
 
What do you hope to get out of this course?  
 
We will conduct a cross-cultural communication exercise  
  
Assignment: Post a first-person blog post on the course site introducing yourself. Due by 5 p.m. 
that day.  
 
Lesson: Simple tips for better photographs   
In class: Simple ways to make your photographs better using the principles of composition, light 
and moment. How to write a good caption. The kinds of photo opportunities you might have in 
this program and how to plan for those.  
 
Field trip: Learn about one way this region is addressing renewable energy, for example by 
visiting the Vauban district in Freiburg, Germany, led by journalist Craig Morris.  
 
Assignment: Take photographs during the field trip. Select your five favorite photographs from 
the day based on the principles you learned in class. Write complete captions for each of the five 
photographs and turn them in at the beginning of the next class. Be prepared to show your photos 
to the class.  
 
Lesson: Photo workshop I  
In class: Establish ground rules for class critiques. Display the favorite class photos. Ask 
students to walk around the class and to look at each photo. Then hold class critique/discussion 
of the photos. What’s been done well? What can be done better in the future?  
 
Lesson: Writing for mass audiences  
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In class: What is news? What makes a good news story on renewable energy? What do mass 
audiences look for in news about this issue? How do you find a good news story?  
 
Field trip: Learn about one way this region is addressing renewable energy, such as an 
Innovation Academy tour of Freiburg’s public transportation infrastructure.  
 
Assignments: 1) During the field trip, listen for what you think are the most newsworthy aspects 
of what you learn. What would your audience most like to learn about? Come prepared to 
discuss your answer in the next class.  
 
2) Reflect on your experiences so far in this program and browse local news sites, such as the 
English-language Der Spiegel, to brainstorm ideas for local stories that might appeal to your 
audience. Come to class with three ideas of stories you might want to pursue during this course. 
 
Lesson: Intro to interviewing  
In class: Come prepared to talk about yesterday’s field trip, to share your three ideas for a story 
project and to give feedback to your classmates on their ideas. The instructor will provide you 
with written feedback on your story ideas.  
 
Introduction to interviewing. How do you approach a source? What do you ask? How do you get 
good, accurate quotes? Should you use an audio recorder or not? What information (like name, 
occupation) do you need to collect so that you can identify your sources later?  
 
Exercise in class: Interview each other in pairs.  
 
Assignment: Choose a question about renewable energy that you would like to ask of people in 
this city. This question can be related to the story you’re considering as a project for this course. 
Before the next class, go into the city and ask 10 people you have never met before this question. 
Record their answers. You may travel in pairs, but each of you should ask a question of 10 
different people.  
 
Take photographs of each of the people you interview and make sure you collect accurate 
caption information.  
 
Due next class: Create a Word document with a list of the names and identifying information of 
each of the people you interviewed and the quotes that most interested you.  
 
Lesson: Field trip  
Field trip: Visit a regional news office and talk with local reporters about what they cover related 
to renewable energy and how they cover it. What are the untold stories of this region?  



 8

 
Lesson: Structuring a story to nab readers  
In class: Debrief on person-on-the-street interviews. How did they go? What can you learn from 
those experiences?  
 
Lecture: What are the main questions that every news story should answer? What are different 
ways of structuring a story? What is a lede, and how do you write one?  
 
Exercise in class: Working with a partner, organize the quotes you collected from people on the 
street. Which information should be grouped together? In what order should you describe what 
you learned? What should be left out? Help your partner make these decisions as well. Then, 
write a lede for each of your stories.  
 
Assignment due next class: Using the interviews you conducted on the street, write a 700-word 
story with a strong lede and appropriate structure about the views of local people on a clean-tech 
issue. Select your favorite three photos and include them in the story with captions.   
 
Lesson: Writing workshop  
In class: Come prepared to share your story with the class. We will have a friendly class critique 
and discussion of your stories.  
 
Assignment: Revise your story based on class feedback.  
 
 
Lesson: Finding expert sources  
In class: Conducting a background interview. More tips on effective interviewing. How to find 
sources. Best practices for transcribing interviews.  
 
Assignment: Conduct an in-depth interview with an expert source about the topic you’re 
covering for your final project. Record the interview and transcribe it. Due in one week.  
 
Lesson: Finding data  
In class: What other sources and information will you need to write a well-rounded story for 
your final project? Learn how to find and evaluate information about the environment.  
 
Exercise: Working in groups of three, create a list of additional sources you will need to 
complete your story.  
 
Field trip: Innovation Academy tour: Renewable Energy and Rural Development. 
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Assignment: Imagine that you’ve been assigned to write a story about today’s field trip. Write a 
lede for that story and turn it in to the instructor. Come prepared to talk in class tomorrow about 
what you’ve learned so far on your story topic.  
 
Lesson: Narrowing your story  
In class: You’ve done your research and you have a million ideas for your topic. How can you 
narrow it for one article?  
 
Lesson: Editing Q&As  
In class: Come prepared to share your interview transcript. In class, you will work in pairs to edit 
the transcripts.   
 
Assignment: By 5 p.m., turn in an edited version of your Q&A, including a well-written lede.  
 
Lesson: Troubleshooting your reporting  
In class: What issues are affecting your stories? How can you solve them?   
 
Assignment: On the next class day, come prepared to share a rough draft of your story with the 
class. The instructor will explain in detail what constitutes a “rough draft.” You should also plan 
to bring in several photos that could illustrate your story. The class will help you make a 
selection.  
 
Lesson: Writing workshop  
The class will take a look at your rough draft and offer feedback on it.  
 
Lesson: Writing workshop and wrap-up  
How you can apply what you’ve learned to your career; resources for learning more.  
 
Assignment: The final version of your feature story is due 10 days after the course concludes.  
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