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Preface

This volume of the Oshkosh Scholar, the twentieth volume, continues UW-
Oshkosh’s tradition of promoting, supporting, and celebrating the work of some of our 
brightest and most dedicated student researchers. The authors of the papers in the current 
volume join with their predecessors in engaging with the wider world in conversation 
about questions, problems, and ideas that are central to our experience and understanding 
of ourselves and the world. The papers in this volume all speak, in keeping with their 
particular disciplinary origins, to questions that are central to understanding the human 
condition. Our students are investigating the political and economic trends that impact 
our experiences in various ways. They are wrestling with cultural questions about 
authority, religion, power, and distributive justice. They are seeking to find ways for us to 
find value and meaning, and perhaps purpose, in our reflections on our own experiences. 
The four papers published in this volume compel us to face the world with our eyes open 
while demonstrating that the difficulty of this effort can be mitigated by careful and 
rigorous application of research to our experience.

The first paper in this volume, from Trenton Korth (Political Science), explores the 
economic and cultural effects of automation and globalization on the political landscape.  
Korth’s research suggests that economic changes in recent decades have set the stage 
for the rise in populism in the United States. The second paper, from Sarah Schaefer 
(English) combines narrative and reflection with scholarly perspectives to investigate 
how our experiences – of community, beauty, and place – can inform our perspectives on 
environmental change. The third paper of this volume, from Ellon Buchanan (English), 
investigates Shelley’s poems with the aim of uncovering the poet’s project of contrasting 
notions of faith in God with faith in the power of nature. The final paper, from Grace 
Reidl (Economics) draws upon data from a variety of sources to determine the effects 
of the Covid-19 pandemic on student enrollments at colleges and universities. Reidl 
focuses, in particular, on how the pandemic affected low-income populations.

Each of these papers is both the result of and an embodiment of rigorous student 
research at UW-Oshkosh. These students, by taking up the knowledge gained from their 
disciplines and seeking to apply that knowledge to problems or questions that can shape 
our understanding of ourselves and the world, have realized the potential that we, as 
educators, so often see and encourage in our students. Please join me in congratulating 
these authors on their success and quality work.

Finally, each of the papers in this volume exemplifies the values – of rigor, of 
articulation, defense, and adherence to appropriate methodology, of creativity, and of 
intellectual curiosity – that we uphold as a university community. I think it is appropriate, 
in closing, to acknowledge the dedication both of the authors’ faculty mentors, who have 
assisted and encouraged these students through the development and implementation of 
their projects, and of all faculty, instructors, and staff who have helped these students 
develop the habits of mind and enthusiasm for advancing knowledge through research 
that have culminated in the essays of this volume. Please enjoy Volume XX of the 
Oshkosh Scholar  
Dr. Robert Wagoner
Faculty Editor, Oshkosh Scholar
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The Economic Cleavages of the Twenty-First 
Century: How Automation and Globalization 
Culminated in Populism
Trenton Korth, author
 

Abstract
.The rise and success of populism within the United States today have alarmed 

scholars, politicians, and much of the American public. Despite the immense success 
populism has quickly generated over the course of eight years, academics are still uncertain 
how it has occurred. Analyzing the mutually reinforcing effects of globalization and 
automation has yielded many answers for explaining this twenty-first-century political 
phenomenon. While large segments of the population have greatly benefited from these 
novel economic forces, many have also suffered without any political recourse offered 
by the Republican or Democratic parties. Allowing for populism to enter the political 
landscape of America.

It has become evident to many Americans that the modern American economy has 
evolved contrary to the American dream. Traditionally defined by economic opportunity 
and social mobility, but for nearly half a century, these characteristics have eroded 
due to modern economic development. The incongruence of the American Dream and 
current economic realities has produced societal ramifications, generating considerable 
political discontent. The unfulfilled promises of the American dream, has created a 
vacuum of legitimacy within American democracy, providing the necessary space 
and preconditions for populism to emerge as a reactionary ideology and alternative to 
traditional governance. Populists have seized upon widespread perceptions of economic 
injustice and declinism induced by deindustrialization due to hyper-globalization and 
automation. The large segments of American labor displaced by those dual forces now 
support populism while mainstream politicians fail to respond to the current adverse 
economic conditions.

As will be argued, new economic cleavages have been created by globalization, and 
automation has induced a political realignment of the Democratic and Republican parties 
to either support or oppose the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ of globalization. In the absence 
of economic protections and political recourse, social conditions have been allowed to 
manifest that have shifted Americans’ political support toward populist ideology. Both 
the Democratic and Republican parties struggled to react accordingly and quickly to 
the novel political environment of today.  The result has been the ascendency to power 
of Donald Trump, an anti-establishment political outsider, who has essentially usurped 
leadership over the Republican Party and rapidly reoriented its politics towards populism. 
The Democratic Party, following the 2024 election, has on the other hand found itself in 
a political crisis as it struggles to understand its two losses against a populist president 
and how to move forward.
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To understand why American attitudes have shifted in a manner that has allowed 
populism to enter the political landscape, the consequences of globalization and what has 
now been identified as the Automation Revolution, or Fourth Industrial Revolution, must 
be outlined. These novel economic forces, while separate phenomena, are interconnected 
and mutually reinforce each other’s magnitudes of impact across the same segments of 
the U.S. electorate. Compounding the beneficial and adverse effects that are unavoidable 
consequences of economic and technological change, culminating in the consistent 
growth of wealth inequality. The deterioration of the American economy has resulted 
in political polarization and disillusionment with the traditional political establishment, 
creating a demand for more extreme, undemocratic, or illiberal politics, which has 
manifested in broad support for populist politics. 

This paper seeks to answer the question of why populism has become a viable 
political ideology within the twenty-first century. It will be evident, given the economic 
conditions in the U.S., that American democracy has entered a period in which its very 
foundations have become severely eroded as a result of mismanagement of its political 
establishment. U.S. political institutions are now at risk of losing the support of the 
people for their continued existence.

Despite immense economic growth achieved through the expansion of global 
trade, unrestrained international trade has generated serious societal consequences 
within nations, specifically within the developed economies of the West.1 Within the 
U.S., inequality has grown congruently with economic growth, and now the modern 
U.S. economy has reached such levels of economic inequality that it rivals those of the 
Gilded Age. The expanding and yet largely unaddressed economic cleavages induced 
by globalization have generated political polarization, erosion of moderate politicians, 
nationalism, extremism, and shifting political support toward right-wing and populist 
parties.2 These effects of largely uncontrolled international trade and the growing impact 
of automation have conferred strong electoral effects, culminating in a rejection of the 
neoliberal political establishment. 

Over the last half-century, international trade has evolved considerably from the 
initial Bretton Woods system, which reignited globalization following World War II. 
In the early decades of the Bretton Woods era, the majority of international trade was 
conducted among the developed, industrialized economies of the West. Until the late 
1970s, developing countries had mainly exported primary products, which were used 
to fuel the manufacturing bases within the West. However, beginning in the 1980s and 
1990s, economies throughout the developing world started industrializing and began 
exporting manufactured goods, fundamentally transforming globalization. The process 
of integrating these industrializing developing economies into the world economy has 
accounted for most of the expansion in global trade since the 1990s. By 2005, developing 
economies accounted for the majority of U.S. manufacturing imports, radically changing 
how international trade affects the U.S. economy.3

Due to the comparative advantages that typify developed and developing economies, 
trade patterns between North-South countries differ significantly from North-North 
trade. Compared to developing nations, the U.S. has an extreme abundance of capital 
and skilled labor relative to its supply of unskilled labor. Developing economies, which 
lack deep capital markets and strong education systems, struggle to develop capital- or 
skill-intensive industries and so possess an abundance of low-wage unskilled labor. Over 
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the decades, large-scale trade liberalization with developing countries, starting in the 
mid-1990s, led the U.S. and other developed economies to import-substitute unskilled-
labor-intensive products. This trade-induced economic development culminated in the 
deindustrialization of the U.S., replacing domestic unskilled manufacturing with cheaper 
overseas alternatives. An unexpected trend that economists, politicians, and academics 
did not anticipate, severely impacting income distributional within the U.S.

As Krugman points out, the distributional effects of trade between developing 
and developed economies went relatively unnoticed by economists.4 In the 1990s, the 
focus of discussion for economists shifted away from the distributional effects of trade 
in manufactured goods with developing nations. With only a small number of studies 
conducted during this time, only modest effects of inequality were attributed to the 
transformed North-South trade. The lack of attention given to expanding North-South 
trade left the governments unaware of the mounting trends that affected large segments 
of the working population. This deeply concerning development was acknowledged in 
2006 by the Federal Reserve chairman Bernanke, who in a speech acknowledged, “much 
of the available empirical research on the influence of trade on earnings inequality dates 
from the 1980s and 1990s and thus does not address later developments.”5 This ignorance 
allowed serious economic consequences to manifest and fester, creating deep economic 
grievances that transformed into political disillusionment. The lack of recourse offered 
by the Democratic and Republican parties allowed inequality to mount and political 
grievances to solidify, opening the door for populism to enter American politics.

Neoclassical theoretical framework for trade explains how trade affects income 
distribution within a country. A country’s trade patterns align with its factors of 
production, exporting goods that use abundant, therefore less expensive resources, while 
importing goods that rely on relatively scarce, expensive factors of production. Exporting 
industries experience greater demand from trade and, therefore, benefit, while industries 
with scarce factors of production, already saddled with higher production costs, struggle 
to compete with foreign competition as imports decrease domestic demand, resulting in 
a decline in earnings.6 By expanding trade with developing countries with far greater 
unskilled-labor abundance, import competition has reduced domestic demand for U.S. 
unskilled labor. Using the predictions of endowment-based trade theory, “this means that 
international trade tends to make low-skilled workers in the United States worse off—
not just temporarily, but on a sustained basis.”7 

Many Americans have felt and more importantly perceived that their livelihoods 
have been sold out for the profits of large international corporations and cheaper products. 
Autor et al. found that between 1990 and 2011, the supply shocks of Chinese imports 
alone accounted for 21% of the total decline in U.S. manufacturing employment.8 During 
that same period, when including the demand-side shifts of American consumers that 
occurred due to rising import exposure of Chinese alternatives within the U.S. market, 
that figure increased to 55%. Though an unintentional outcome of trade liberalization, 
trade with China alone has created serious consequences for millions of Americans. 
This phenomenon, however, is part of a larger trend of manufacturing within developed 
nations being outcompeted by cheaper goods produced in developing nations.

Autor et al. researched the effects of the monumental decision to grant China 
Permanent Normal Trade Relations (PNTR) effective upon its accession to the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001.9 Before, China had only Normal Trade Relations 
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(NTR), which granted low tariff rates otherwise reserved for WTO members but required 
an annual vote in the U.S. Congress to renew. Failure to renew NTR would result in 
tariff rates reverting to the considerably higher rates established by the Smoot-Hawley 
Tariff Act of 1930. Autor et al. found that the severe reduction of tariffs went beyond 
the simple loss of manufacturing jobs. Factory and job losses resulted in significant 
declines in annual and lifetime earnings, employment rates, and contributed to early 
exit from the workforce for many workers. Increased trade exposure was also found to 
disproportionately affect low-income earners relative to their high-income coworkers. 
Even more concerning, workers without college degrees also experienced significant 
decreases in employment for non-manufacturing industries, indicating negative local 
demand spillovers in these local job markets. In the wake of these changes, the labor 
market has been slow to adjust, with labor force participation remaining depressed and 
unemployment levels elevated even after a decade of the initial trade shock.10 

Autor et al. noted that such results ran contrary to neoclassical trade predictions 
that losses from trade-induced shocks in local labor markets would be short-lived 
and offset by the reallocation of labor across economic sectors.11 Although further 
research is needed, it is believed the large trade deficit of the U.S. economy may be 
responsible for slowing the reallocation of workers. As imports increase and industries 
fail to compete, the lack of growth in other export sectors does not provide employment 
opportunities for lateral relocations. Thus, individuals disaffected by imports either 
leave the job market completely or relocate into service industries, which often lack 
comparable wages or benefits.

As with all countries, integration between developed and developing economies is 
largely predetermined by their comparative advantages relative to one another. Because 
developed economies have higher ratios of skilled to unskilled workers than developing 
economies, this inevitably results in the low-wage workers of developed economies 
being less competitive. This is evidenced by U.S. workers without a college education 
experiencing larger declines in employment rates and lifetime earnings relative to those 
with degrees following Chinese import competition in local labor markets.12 Norway 
experienced a 10% decline in manufacturing employment from 1996 to 2007 due to 
Chinese import shocks, primarily affecting workers without college degrees.13 In Spain, 
from 1997 to 2011, Chinese manufacturing imports rose by a factor of five and were 
correlated with declines in industrial employment.14 It is “without question, a worker’s 
position in the wage distribution is indicative of her exposure to import competition” 
from China or developing economies in general.15 

Beyond just economic and political consequences induced by the degradation of U.S. 
manufacturing, Pierce and Schott have found deeply concerning health consequences 
as well.16 The economic effects were found to have contributed to dramatic increases 
in drug overdoses and rates of death and despair within counties more exposed to 
PNTR relative to less exposed counties. Researchers noted that the overall death and 
despair rate itself was partially driven by the large increase in drug overdoses. While 
no connection was found between PNTR and suicide or alcohol-related liver disease. 

Two important aspects of this research emerged while examining links between 
PNTR and drug overdoses across age, gender, and racial categories that further our 
understanding of who is losing from globalization within the U.S. Unsurprisingly, 
researchers found that those aged 20-54 were most affected by drug overdoses in 
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relation to PNTR, encompassing the vast majority of individuals within labor markets. 
Shockingly, however, this causal relationship was only found between white males and, 
to a lesser degree, white females, while no association was detected with any other races.

Researchers attributed this disparity to the over-representation of men within 
the manufacturing workforce relative to the population, citing US Bureau of Labor 
Statistics in 1999. Additionally, within manufacturing, whites were over-represented 
in occupations that were most likely to be higher paying, such as managerial and 
professional occupations, resulting in larger income declines following job losses. 
Although indirect evidence, this surprising disparity between drug overdoses between 
racial groups following PNTR with China is indicative of the economic and social 
consequences of deindustrialization concentrating among white men. The voting group 
that proved indispensable for Donald Trump in 2016 as well as in 2024, representing the 
core constituency of support for his populist movement.

Clearly, globalization has had considerable effects on the income distribution within 
the U.S. What are the political effects? Autor et al. found that commuting zones that 
have been exposed to Chinese import penetration experience both political polarization 
and purely rightward shifts.17 Those in majority-white communities tended to elect 
more conservative Republicans, while minority-majority communities tended to more 
liberal Democrats. These gains made by more extremist politicians came at the expense 
of moderate politicians. This polarization, however, was not equal; conservative 
Republicans made more gains with the electorate compared to Democrats, resulting in 
moderate democratic politicians losing the most. Importantly, researchers found that the 
far-right was especially successful in expanding its vote share in electorally competitive 
districts, while the far-left made its gains in noncompetitive districts. This made the 
far-right’s electoral gains during this time far more consequential, as they expanded the 
number of Congressional seats they won, whereas the far-left failed to do so. With the 
political effects of trade concentrated in competitive electoral districts, the far-right’s 
electoral success is exceedingly influential and consequential for the U.S. Congress.

Colantone and Stanig conducted research within 15 Western European countries 
and found similar results.18 Not only did import shocks induce shifts towards the 
right, but also increased support for nationalist, isolationist, and radical-right parties. 
Complimenting research conducted by Milner in Europe also found that import shocks 
from low-wage countries increased support for right-wing populist parties on both a 
regional and individual level.19 Reporting that globalization is connected to the decline 
of traditional mainstream political parties and rising extremist parties, Ballard-Rosa et al. 
found attitude shifts resulting from rising import shocks in the United Kingdom as well, 
finding positive correlations with greater authoritarian values.20 These studies indicate 
that globalization is not simply an economic force but also carries with it political 
consequences that are not as readily apparent.

The negative effects of globalization have been found to be further compounded 
by another relatively novel economic force, increasing the magnitude of benefits and 
consequences for roughly the same segments of populations as globalization.21 The 
Automation Revolution, or as some have referred to as the Fourth Industrial Revolution, 
has been shown to have similarly negative effects on distribution. While automation can 
increase productivity, it comes at the expense of displacing labor with capital and thus 
becoming a generator of income inequality within labor markets.22 College-educated 
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white-collar workers have largely benefited from the recent technological progress, while 
considerable numbers of unskilled and even middle-skilled jobs have become automated 
through robotics.23 Consequently, displaced workers formerly in middle-class jobs have 
shifted into less skilled labor and lower-income jobs, creating an influx of individuals 
competing for an already shrinking number of unskilled employment opportunities, and 
creating downward pressures on income.24 

Simply put, automation and robots are best suited for replacing jobs that are more 
routine in nature, which can easily be codified for a machine to perform in a constant 
environment. Less routine-based jobs, such as those that require abstract thinking or 
creativity, as well as those that are often performed in irregular environments, are more 
difficult for code to be created. With many middle-income and middle-skill jobs being 
routine-based, both manual and cognitive, automation has had considerable effects 
on these jobs, contributing to the polarization of the U.S. labor market.25 Overall, 
automation appears to disproportionately affect the incomes and employment of those in 
manufacturing, blue-collar workers without a college degree, unskilled labor, and sizable 
segments of the traditional middle class, as well as men generally. Consequently, the 
negative effects of automation, specifically the introduction of robots, are concentrated 
in the bottom and middle of the income distribution of labor markets.26 

It is evident that the winners and losers from the Fourth Industrial Revolution and 
globalization are roughly the same, compounding the winnings and losses. Concerningly, 
the economic cleavages of automation not only mirror those of globalization, but also 
confer the same political consequences. According to a growing literature studying the 
political effects of automation, it does. Anelli et al., in addition to finding detectable 
distributional effects on income, found political effects as well, namely in the support 
of anti-cosmopolitan, nationalist, radical-right parties both at the district and individual 
level of analysis.27 Importantly, the researchers also found that individuals exposed to 
automation were found to have lower satisfaction with governments and democracy. 
Naturally, these sentiments lend political support to right-wing populist candidates, 
running on platforms that deride immigration and slow and ineffective democratic 
processes, while advocating for workers’ protections through protectionism. This 
messaging drives individuals disaffected by automation away from mainstream 
politicians of both the left and right.

Research conducted by Frey et al. concretely demonstrated a direct link between 
automation and support for populism within the U.S., with a positive and highly 
statistically significant relationship between changes in exposure to automated robots 
from 2011 through 2015 and voter share opting for Donald Trump.28 With Trump winning 
several contested swing states with very slim margins, Frey et al. created a counterfactual 
scenario to determine if robot exposure swung the election in favor of the Republican 
ticket. Testing three counterfactual scenarios with robot penetration being either 10%, 
75%, or 95% less, researchers found very intriguing results. If robot penetration was 
just 10% less in the years leading up to the 2016 election, estimates predicted Michigan 
would have voted for Hillary Clinton. However, at 95%, essentially restricting any 
increases in robot penetration within labor markets, Trump would additionally have lost 
Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, leaving Hillary Clinton with a majority of votes in the 
Electoral College.29 While just a counterfactual scenario, such an exercise emphasizes the 
impact that automation and robots have had economically, but also crucially politically. 
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As has been shown, these economic forces are carrying with them the seeds of 
unexpected political change,. Despite contributing to considerable growth in national 
economies, globalization and automation have contributed to inequality as well. An 
often overused yet apt metaphor to describe this deteriorated state of American society is 
that the American Dream is dying. Chetti et al. have found dramatic decreases in social 
mobility, specifically intergenerational social mobility.30 The “land of opportunity” is 
fading away as fewer Americans are able to achieve a better tomorrow or an even better 
future for their children. Constant across all income groups, American cohorts born in 
the 1940s were found to be far more likely to achieve a higher income level than their 
parents compared to cohorts in the 1980s.31 All while the national economy has enjoyed 
considerable and constant growth.

It is paramount that mainstream politicians address the negative aspects of 
globalization and automation, otherwise, populist ideology will continue to cement itself. 
Politicians must attempt to balance the incredible benefits of these economic forces with 
their significant consequences. As of right now, within American politics, it is only the 
populist Make America Great Again movement that is advocating for greater economic 
justice for those disaffected by globalization, and to a lesser extent, automation. As of 
today, many Americans are opting for economic protectionism to defend their livelihoods. 
Unless more moderate politicians begin to cede ground to these disaffected Americans 
and acknowledge that their critiques on the current structure of the U.S. economy are 
valid, they will continue to have no other political avenues of support other than those 
offered by populists.
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Abstract
In the context of the climate crisis, aesthetic appreciation is often dismissed as an 

unviable avenue for hope or justice within our world; however, I argue that we must 
explore how intentional recognitions of beauty may incite reciprocity, connection, and 
empathy that can lead to action and change. In this essay, I utilize personal narrative 
infused with scholarly perspectives to illustrate how aesthetic appreciation helps us 
foster community and encourage connection in the places we live. At this intersection 
of beauty, community, and place, we may recognize our ecological embeddedness and 
cultivate a critical impulse for care. To further illuminate the strength of these theoretical 
connections and how they may be impactfully rooted in our embodied reality, I have 
created a digital geonarrative to accompany this piece, which solidifies the element of 
place that is central to recognition and appreciation of beauty in an ecological crisis.

This project is a digital humanities narrative 
that features displays of maps, images, and text to 
accompany this written essay. If you would like to 
follow the digital portion of this project, please scan 
the QR code in Figure 1. The full and shortened URL 
are available in the notes below.1 Each slide of the 
geonarrative will correspond with the headings of 
the essay’s sections. The headers will serve as a cue 
to move on to the next map slide, starting with this 
title page.

Figure 1: Scan to view 
Returning Home Storyboard
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Catching Beauty in a Screen
The morning of October 18th was so beautiful it made my gut ache. It was as if my 

organs were trying to physically digest the experience of a precious but fleeting moment 
of beauty. I kept whipping out my phone trying to capture the full moon still visible in 
the dusky morning sky or the emerging sun lit aflame above the horizon. This diluted 
version of the October 17 Harvest Moon that I had attempted to catch on my screen was 
excruciatingly lackluster when compared to the wonderful glow I could see with my 
own human lenses. It was so beautiful that I could almost ignore the cars racing by on 
the bridge and the whisps of exhaust they left on my lips as a parting gift. Continuing 
my efforts to capture the scene and constantly failing to take a satisfying photo only 
made the ache more severe as my attempt to hold the Moon and the scrappy resulting 
picture made me feel increasingly foolish and small. For weeks I had been scribbling 
rambling notes on the scrap paper surrounding my desk with incoherent lessons on the 
temporality, impatience, instability, and intangibility of beauty. Still, in the moment those 
words meant nothing. I wanted to grab it, put it in my pocket, preserve it, and return to 
that moment at a later time when, inevitably, life would be less beautiful.

Beauty: A Stupor of Melancholy 
I continued my walk down the Fox River on the paved Oshkosh Riverwalk and 

watched a line of ducks begrudgingly wade away from the shore when my crunchy trod 
through the leaves disturbed their peace. Not learning my lesson, I tried to capture this 
beautiful moment with my handy little metal and glass companion, with a little more 
success this time. Suddenly the walk felt painful and melancholy. Not to be too cynical 
about a fleeting sunset or shining full moon, but there is a loveliness to the belittling 
feeling of ephemeral beauty or the looming promise of death that beauty’s waning 
presence forces upon us. The reality of beauty’s instability confronts us humans—and 
all of our vulnerable flesh—with the fragility of precious moments, making us appreciate 
them more. Despite that positive twist, there is always grief in that feeling. The grief for 
me comes from a place of knowing how soon it could—how soon it will—disappear in 
its entirety for many, in a world built on burning bones and rotting flora. The grief also 
arose from the knowledge that my weekend would be spent in a stupor of melancholy, 
despite the joyous occasion I would be celebrating, and that I wouldn’t be joined in that 
feeling. That night I was driving home to celebrate the twenty-fifth wedding anniversary 
of my parents with my family, which also happens to be my favorite group of people. 
During my time with my family, I knew we would laugh, talk, and commemorate in our 
typically cheerful way, but I also knew that on the periphery of the weekend I would feel 
that same lingering ache that I had experienced walking along the Fox River. Even more 
so, I had the suspicion that this ache would make me feel ghostly and lost in the sadness 
of not being met with a mirror of my grief for the increasingly fleeting beauty of our 
world. And in that prediction, I was right.

Returning “Home Home” 
That evening, long after the Hunter’s Moon and ducks had let go of their death 

grip on my attention, I set out on the drive from my home in Oshkosh to my “Home 
Home,” which is what my siblings and I call our parent’s house in Mount Calvary. 
We have all created new homes for ourselves all over the state, but for us, my parents’ 
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house contained the permanent sense of love, safety, and connection deserving of a title 
representing double hominess. Driving down the Lakeshore Drive portion of Highway 
45 along Lake Winnebago to Fond du Lac was so familiar that I could make the trek with 
my eyes closed (it is ill-advised to prove that I could drive for forty-five minutes from 
point A to point B with my eyes closed, but I am certain that I could). It’s so familiar that 
my mind takes the scenic curves and ridiculously whimsical speed limit shifts as a task 
much like breathing air or sweating when speaking in public. So unconscious is it that it 
releases my mind from both my driving and my body. I am a part of the car. I am part of 
the humanity that surrounds my car. I am part of the trees I stare at or the dead racoons I 
swerve to avoid hitting. That may sound dangerous, and sometimes it is, but there is an 
unselfing much like the one that the Moon had confronted me with earlier that morning. 

There is this idea that Daisy Hildyard commits to in her book The Second Body 
about, well, the second body. She claims that “you have two distinct bodies. You have 
an individual body in which you exist, eat, sleep, and go about your day-to-day life. You 
also have a second body which has an impact on foreign countries and on whales.”2 
Within this first body, our corporeal experience is limited to earthly, sensory, and isolated 
interaction, but this second body runs deeper: into the air we breathe, the water we drink, 
and that which we omit. The word “we” in this case does not mean the bodies of you and 
me, but the bodies of all. The second body actualizes Gaia in our minds (whether you 
take that in terms of Lovelock’s hypothesis or the Greek goddess, the point still stands) 
as an earth that is made up of every creature’s function in a breathing world of actions. 
Your actions, my actions, and their actions all contort into a world of dominos. This body 
is what Hildyard states as “a condition in which the body has become estranged from 
itself, not conceptually or through fantasy, but literally and physically. The human body 
reaches physically into other things, and the boundaries between one thing and another 
collapse.”3 The ignorance of the second body is what allows people to reject culpability, 
remove responsibility, and live in the comforting isolation of our own selfish concerns. I 
am eternally guilty of being a first body gal, and who isn’t! My selfish concerns typically 
dominate my everyday experiences, as they do for us all. But on this drive, there is 
something about the beauty of winding roads, the familiar lull of swaying trees, and the 
comfort of going “Home Home” that renders me not a body, but a car that puffs gas into 
the atmosphere and swerves away from the uncelebrated life of a mother racoon stuck 
to the pavement. 

Hildyard’s text confronts us with how the impacts of climate change may infiltrate 
the selfish concerns of everyday life through our recognition of the second body. 
According to this thinking, it is possible that we might only be alerted to the realities 
of environmental degradation when we transcend the first body and recognize the 
second body. We may only capture the insight of the second body when we undergo a 
radical unselfing that releases us from the immediacy and physicality of the first body. 
Hildyard creates a framework in which encountering devastation is the most apparent 
way to encounter this type of radical unselfing, but I think beauty does this even more 
effectively. After all, it is the beauty of the scenic Wisconsin drive that makes me feel 
the painful guilt of my car’s exhaust entering the lungs of a nearby child, not the awful 
destruction of a powerful natural disaster—the type of event Hildyard suggests typically 
prompts us to recognize the second body. Rather than waiting to encounter the second 
body by witnessing, for example, the devastating impacts of an unseasonable tornado, I 
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can access this same experience of unselfing (and the subsequent guilt and care that arise 
from it) through a powerful confrontation with beauty. In Elaine Scarry’s text On Beauty 
and Being Just she argues that beauty inspires an unprecedented shock of animated 
conviction that makes us more alert and attuned to the world around us. This feeling of 
arrest when experiencing the beautiful is what Scarry claims can urge us to find truth and 
cultivate beauty in the world that translates to our drive for justice and perpetual care: 

There is no way to be in a high state of alert toward injustices—to 
subjects that, because they entail injuries, will bring distress—without 
simultaneously demanding of oneself precisely the level of perceptual 
acuity that will forever be opening one to the arrival of beautiful sights 
and sounds.4

This awareness of reality and the responsibility of care it inspires is so similar to 
Hildyard’s ideas that you can almost taste the overlap. The kicker of this connection lies 
in Scarry’s idea of “radical decentering”: 

Radical decentering might also be called an opiated adjacency. A beautiful 
thing is not the only thing in the world that can make us feel adjacent; nor 
is it the only thing in the world that brings a state of acute pleasure. But 
it appears to be one of the few phenomena in the world that brings about 
both simultaneously: it permits us to be adjacent while also permitting us 
to experience extreme pleasure, thereby creating the sense that it is our own 
adjacency that is pleasure-bearing.5

Here, Scarry inadvertently aligns herself with Hildyard’s idea that the second body, 
or aesthetic “realm” as she commonly refers to this space of decentering, makes us 
feel both in communion with the world and separate from our own being in a way that 
inspires us to capture this sense of pleasure or connection by acting more justly towards 
the world through our adjacency to it. When I swerve to avoid hitting Rachel the Racoon 
plastered to her tragic asphalt resting place, I feel her pain because the perceptual beauty 
of my drive has inspired me to care for the world that has created my experience. My 
wish to see that beauty recreated and cared for in the world that surrounds me throws 
me into my second body, and I understand my own culpability in Rachel’s death and my 
responsibility to prevent further pain. Or at least, I should. 

The Island of Wisconsin 
In actuality, my drive consisted of thoughts on how to talk to my family about the 

grieving feeling I felt for the dead racoon, my guilt about driving a gas-guzzling SUV 
as a single traveler, and how I hadn’t turned my air conditioning on in the eighty-degree 
weather because my acute climate anxiety made me feel a pleasure in the punishing 
sweat of my apartment’s heat. I arrived home and pulled into the windy driveway with a 
sigh of familiarity and relief to be in the presence of “Home Home.” My parents’ house 
is built on the most picturesque peak in Mount Calvary (an unbiased statement) and lies 
miles away from the devastation of Hurricane Helene, signs of visible pollution, and the 
screaming cries of scientists that claim a connection between points A and B. The idyllic 
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Wisconsin country home is the perfect place to hide from climate change and claim that 
its urgently present effects are more based in exaggeration than reality. 

Looking at the beautiful life my parents have built for themselves, I can’t help but 
think about Amitav Ghosh’s The Great Derangement. In discussing the devastation 
of a tsunami impacting the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, Ghosh discusses how 
“educated and middle class” people had planted themselves on the seashore and were 
disproportionately impacted by the natural disaster: “in settling where they had, they 
had silently expressed their belief that highly improbable events belong not in the real 
world but in fantasy.”6 I wonder what hidden events lie in wait beneath the fantastical 
stability of the place where my parents have rooted themselves. Ghosh argues that 
the way our narratives favor the “regularity of bourgeois life” and the uniformity this 
story touts, creates a culture of concealment that infiltrates every aspect of our lives: 
art, politics, settlement, and survival.7 The slow suffocation of the truth held in the 
agency of nature and the rising dangers of climate change means that “the bourgeois 
belief in the regularity of the world had been carried to the point of derangement.”8 

Ghosh’s argument is rich in its discussion of the ways in which this derangement has 
been reinforced by the modern novel. The modern novel’s model of gradualism and 
regularity leads us to struggle and fail to represent, in fiction, the dramatic realities of 
the present day, in much the same way, Ghosh claims, that we are unable or unwilling 
to accurately represent the history of colonization and the politics of climate change. 
This idea of concealment, however—the intentional ignorance of the climate volcano 
waiting to erupt beneath the solid ground of bourgeois stability—is what makes me think 
of the refuge of concealment my parents’ home was bound to contain. While Wisconsin 
is often looked to in the scramble to find a “climate haven” (something about as real as 
unicorns and Santa Claus) for its protection from more urgent or violent natural disasters 
such as hurricanes, wildfires, and tsunamis, we must recognize the reality that this final 
grasp at everlasting environmental security is simply an effort to find something that 
can never exist. The state’s vulnerabilities to climate change have been researched and 
communicated by institutions such as the University of Wisconsin-Madison Nelson 
Institute for Environmental Studies, the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR), and the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), among others.9 
All Wisconsinites need to do is look at the devastation of Asheville, North Carolina after 
being lifted up for so long as a “climate haven” relocation hub; a false island in a sea of 
disaster.10 These islands do not exist. As the second body seeps into every crevice of our 
reality, no location is numb to the burn of a warming world, not even the house of my 
youth on the Wisconsin hill.

Maybe even a hurricane as devastating as Helene was for the residents of Ashville 
isn’t the most apt example of this catastrophic reality, as the real danger lies in the creeping 
threat of what Rob Nixon calls the “slow violence” of environmental injustice, especially 
as these less overt and extremely underpublicized impacts encroach upon vulnerable 
communities first referred to by Nixon as “frontline victims.”11 By recognizing how 
the increasingly widespread effects of climate change are not made readily visible on 
the surface of our instant attention economy driven by death tolls and property damage 
estimates ranging in the billions, Nixon tells us that taking an intersectional approach to 
our stories can awaken us to the silenced injustices of our world and that “To confront 
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slow violence is to take up, in all its temporal complexity, the politics of the visible 
and the invisible.”12 How the hell is beauty supposed to help solve the invisible?  
“Aesthetics,” as we now understand the term, was originally coined by Alexander 
Gottlieb Baumgarten in 1735 and refers to a sensory perceptual experience. Eighteenth 
century theorists like Edmund Burke claimed that beauty was pleasing for its smooth, 
symmetrical, and orderly properties. What does this have to do with my parents’ orderly, 
pleasing home in the village (yes, village. It is not sufficiently populated to be considered 
a town) of Mount Calvary? How can this beauty have anything to do with environmental 
justice for families displaced by rising sea levels in the Southern Hemisphere and their 
cries that can only be heard miles away? Isn’t this beauty, this pleasing sensory order, a 
form of escapism rather than a means towards any semblance of justice? In line with this 
escapist theory of beauty and injustice, the great derangement of our society, as Ghosh 
would put it, would of course lull us into the regularity of bourgeois normalcy to the 
concealment of climate change’s slow violence. The outer narrative of my parents’ house 
screens slow violence or catastrophism from its soft inner core, and for the most part, I 
believe that is what it accomplishes for the people who live inside (including myself). I 
do not, however, think that beauty has to have that effect. 

An intentional look at this home can allow us to feel its beauty and warmth in a way 
that forces us to more fully realize the injustice that few have the ability to experience 
this pleasure in a world of pain. The power of this beauty can, as Scarry would argue, 
urge us to replicate that pleasure and ardently care for its prosperity in the world so that 
more of it exists. I think my parents do a wonderful job of taking this to heart. My parents 
are both active in their community, treat people with kindness, and donate whenever they 
possibly can to local causes. I don’t think they take the beauty of their lives for granted, 
and that commitment is realized through my dad’s role as a volunteer firefighter and my 
mom’s investment in village causes. So why couldn’t I tell them about my guilt in killing 
the racoon I found dead on the street or my role in the smog suffocating a little girl’s 
lungs? What about this slow violence made the beauty of their lives immune from the 
danger that is not looming, but here? I arrived home and eagerly entered this beautiful 
house with these thoughts swirling in my mind, as we all warmly greeted one another 
and prepared to pile into the car for the celebratory anniversary dinner. 

When I talked to my mom about my annoyance and sadness about the 80-degree 
weather in October, she reminded me that I should be grateful that it is at least nice out. 
When I asked my dad how we can keep ignoring climate change as a sideline issue he 
reminded me that the earth has always been changing, even since before we were here. 
When I expressed anxiety, fear, frustration, and a call to change, my mom reminded 
me of God’s plan (I still haven’t told her about my dissolving faith and my confused 
relationship with Christianity, thinking that tackling climate change first was easier). 
I was absolutely deflated and felt utterly rejected in my lonely climate anxiety. What 
about my grief and ache about beauty and its trickling escape through our fingers were 
they missing? I silenced myself from the topic and listened to the playful verbal jabs 
bouncing between my siblings with a bit of mist over my eyes, letting my mind wander. 
I don’t think anyone fails to see beauty—it’s too powerful of an experience to overcome 
in many cases—but there is a common lack of intentionality when observing beauty that 
inhibits us from pondering what it can mean to us as ephemeral beings of dust. Taking 
the fleeting nature of beauty to heart and doing our best to propagate that beauty in the 
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world for ourselves and others, as fluffy as it sounds, is the only way to see that slow 
violence for what it really is: a campaign of ugliness and pain set to destroy the beauty 
of the world. How does that translate to conversations about eighty-degree weather and 
God’s plan?

Can Birds Get Lung Cancer?
The relationship I have with my family is something I recognize as one of the most 

beautiful parts of my life, and sometimes the one that makes me ache the most. I have 
such an immense love for my parents, older brother, and younger sister that my heart fills 
to the brim with painful gratitude for their presence in this world. It seems so wrong to 
classify my gratitude for family as painful or my recognition of our beautiful relationship 
as achy, but the closer I get to understanding the detrimental reality of the climate crisis, 
the more accurate those words feel. Lisa Wells describes this feeling well in her own 
exploration of living in the climate crisis when she admits a similar sense of defeating 
grief: “I couldn’t see any feasible way to proceed, and out of that paralysis bloomed a 
deeper terror: that I was powerless to keep anything or anyone I loved alive.”13 This, 
of course, is only compounded for me as I scream underwater at my family on the 
sandy shore of Wisconsin’s climate island about how none of us are safe. In a world of 
warnings, they seem to be immune from the fear and loss I am experiencing, as many 
are. Roy Scranton’s book Learning to Die in the Anthropocene explains how we try to 
ease the fear or delay our recognition of the impending change and instability with which 
the climate crisis confronts us. Our reaction to this reality with either stringent aversion 
or an active reverberation of fear back into the ether of social media allows us to distract 
from collective change and reinforce the narratives that keep us from embodying the type 
of fear that would urge us to change.14 We feel as if we are doing something by sharing 
a tweet of fear or screaming under the water towards those on land, but in reality it 
often only dampens the catalysts of real change.  In discussing the “Signs and Wonders” 
of climate change often flaunted on social media such as images of deep-sea creatures 
appearing on shores or long dead animals uncovered in melting permafrost captured in 
neat little pictures and thrust onto our internet feed, Delia Falconer claims that “we’ve 
become so quickly habituated to such sights, separated from their terrifying contexts. . . 
These objects amuse and perhaps even mesmerize us. But where is the despair, the terror, 
the justified outrage?”15 This justified outrage is what beauty, or the awe of a terrifying 
image, should inspire in us. Clarity, inspiration, and drive are all a part of the fully 
rounded experience of beauty, but the consumer culture deeply absorbed into my life 
and yours numbs this outrage. As Pope Francis says in his Encyclical Letter on Climate 
Change, Laudato Si’: “We seem to think that we can substitute an irreplaceable and 
irretrievable beauty with something which we have created ourselves.”16 The grief I feel 
when I think of my family stems from my inability to save them as I scream underwater, 
but it also arises from my knowledge that my own screams are ineffective if they are 
simply a cry of fear meant to release myself from my own responsibility to enact change. 

For that reason, I decided to take a vow of climate silence during our family dinner 
to celebrate my parents’ anniversary. We drove in my dad’s Ford F-150 in all of its fossil 
fuel burning glory and revved across country hills and small-town churches for twenty 
minutes to reach the supper club, one of the many charms of Wisconsin’s small-town 
culture. My parents, knowing full well that my sister and I were still financially drowning 
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at school, and my brother was still knee deep in student loans, requested only that we all 
come home and be together for this special occasion. Their only other requirement was 
that when we got home, we would watch their wedding video, which my mom had just 
recently converted from a VHS tape onto a DVD (technology that will be just about as 
obsolete in five years as VHS tapes are now). We arrived at the supper club full of loud, 
rosy cheeked laugher and went through the typical Schaefer family dinnertime routine 
of jeering, laughing, and storytelling until drinks were drained and plates were swiped 
clean as their contents slipped into nonrecyclable Styrofoam containers (how many does 
the restaurant use in a night? How many of the containers end up in the same landfill?). 
Chugging back home with more exhaust from the truck slowly drained into a crow’s 
trachea (can birds get lung cancer?) we made it back safely to the humble adobe of 
“Home Home” and settled in to watch the taped evidence of my parents’ matrimony in 
1999. The video was beautiful, and my mom and I were the only ones to cry, as usual, 
but it was hard not to see how cold people were on that day twenty-five years ago. I was 
not cold at all on that same day in 2024. When the video ended it was late and everyone 
was yawning, so we resolved to shuffle into master suites and childhood bedrooms. As 
I ran out to my too-large vehicle to fetch my weekend bag (left behind in my struggle 
to be on time and get off what my family calls “Sarah Time”—a formula which ranges 
between twenty to forty-five fashionably late minutes), I was struck again by the Moon, 
this time high and bright in the night sky casting a blue iridescence around the yard that 
made the leaves sparkle and grass shine. It was too gorgeous to tuck away in my mind, 
and I rushed back into the house, pleading with my sister to come outside and experience 
the beauty of the night sky with me. She answered no thanks, told me to enjoy myself 
with a puzzled look, and shut the door to the room we shared throughout our childhood 
years. So, like any sane person, I went outside to enjoy the beauty of the Moon alone in 
the dark. 

The Hunter’s Moon: Bad Art for Beginners
In 1904 Camille Flammarion wrote a book named Astronomy for Amateurs and 

began the work with this short paragraph: 

The Science of Astronomy is sublime and beautiful. Noble, elevating, 
consoling, divine, it gives us wings, and bears us through Infinitude. In 
these ethereal regions all is pure, luminous, and splendid. Dreams of the 
Ideal, even of the Inaccessible, weave their subtle spells upon us. The 
imagination soars aloft, and aspires to the sources of Eternal Beauty.17

Looking at the Moon that night it was hard not to believe these words. There was a 
peace—like that of daylight—which the satellite blanketed over the sleepy, rolling hills. 
Shadows of the Moon’s light reflected the shapes of trees, mailboxes, and structures onto 
the ground in a cast of darkness that resembled the pictures of black holes in astronomy 
books. The shadows were like little portals only reminiscent of the structures of our world 
which the Moon had, in that moment, deemed obsolete in its striking size and brilliance. 
The dome of stars that cascaded over my head and these ghostly shadows somehow made 
me feel scared and weightless at the same time. I suppose that’s what the sublime does 
to you. Edmund Burke seemed to shout his ideas of the sublime at me from the ground 
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about how this fearful and visceral experience I was having was simultaneously awe 
inspiring, fearful, and ungraspable (while viewed from a relatively safe perspective—an 
important aspect he wouldn’t have me forget); he would scream that this is what defines 
our relationship with ourselves and nature. Our astronomer extraordinaire Flammarion 
would nod in assent, and modern urban and Anthropocene sublime photographers like 
Edward Burtynsky would interrupt them to remind me that the sublime now applies to 
incomprehensible piles of garbage and fantastical scenes of nature rendered to wasteland 
by humans. Pope Francis pays his two cents to this disembodied discussion and reminds 
me that “The earth, our home, is beginning to look more and more like an immense pile 
of filth. In many parts of the planet, the elderly lament that once beautiful landscapes 
are now covered with rubbish.”18 For now, the voices of old men all linger in the back 
of my brain while the front of my brain—or whichever part of that folded pink mass 
contains the capacity to find pleasure in aesthetic experiences—appreciates the beauty 
of the Moon’s moment and forgets the cold cement beneath my palms as my neck cranes 
upwards. 

In that moment the solitary experience of this beauty made it feel somewhat 
cheapened, as if the inspiration I had gained through this powerful expression of beauty 
was wasted on only a single viewer. I wondered who else watched in that moment and 
wished I had approached my sister with enough conviction for her to come outside. In 
his chapter on the Moon, Flammarion muses: 

From all time the Moon has had the privilege of charming the gaze, and 
attracting the particular attention of mortals. What thoughts have not been 
wafted to her pale, yet luminous disk? . . . Mute witness of terrestrial 
destinies, her nocturnal flame watches over our planet, following it in its 
course as a faithful satellite.19

I read this passage to a friend at one point, and they replied that it sounded like bad 
poetry. What does that even mean? How can words that hold so much passion for wisdom 
outside of one’s own experience be reduced to bad poetry? Since when does beauty and 
inspiration need to be confined to such ridiculous restraints? I suppose that’s how people 
could reasonably experience the Moon or a particularly marvelous tree: bad art. If we 
are unwilling to share the experience of beauty and remain open to it, we will forever be 
unable to appreciate the world we inhabit, ultimately forfeiting our experiences with this 
bad art to a consumer culture that sells lies about the next climate haven. 

Reciprocity and intimacy with the world around us require a perception and 
appreciation of the world. We must care for it as we would a beautiful piece of art or a 
cherished heirloom. Pope Francis’s argument in his Encyclical professes that: 

If we approach nature and the environment without this openness to awe 
and wonder, if we no longer speak the language of fraternity and beauty 
in our relationship with the world, our attitude will be that of masters, 
consumers, ruthless exploiters, unable to set the limits on their immediate 
needs. By contrast, if we feel intimately united with all that exists, then 
sobriety and care will well up spontaneously.20
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This idea of reciprocity rings throughout nearly every modern ecocritical text 
as we begin to attend to our reality of interconnectedness. Understanding how our 
conscious recognition of ecological interconnection is lost in the bustle of progress is the 
only way to find our way back to a culture of listening—a culture we have lost amidst the 
noise. Wells states that “To know this inextricably is to dispel the illusion that we have 
total control over our lives—and to accept that we are in relationship with the world, 
at the mercy of others who are at our mercy, too.”21 When we recognize the reciprocal 
relationship we have in communion with our surrounding environments, we learn to take 
up a culture of listening and educating. Robin Wall Kimmerer speaks on the embarkment 
to listen “in wild places” as “we are audience to conversations in a Language not our 
own.”22 In this listening, we find knowledge and life beyond ourselves in order to renew 
the respect reserved for the beings that surround us. Kimmerer illuminates the ways 
the use of “it” in American culture “robs a person of selfhood and kinship, reducing a 
person to a mere thing,” which is different from the ways in which Potawatomi and other 
Indigenous languages approach living, active states of being like that of animal or plant 
life.23 She asks us to “Imagine the access we would have to different perspectives, the 
things we might see through other eyes, the wisdom that surrounds us,” which I think is 
also an argument to listen to the beauty alongside the wisdom of the world around us.24 

This listening, touching, smelling, and seeing of the world is the only way that we can 
extend our care for its value and our empathy for our fellow persons, which is what I felt 
my sister was missing when she refused to take time to look at the underacknowledged 
art of the Moon. 

Parnell Tower: “Hours in the Dirt”
The next morning, long after the Moon had surrendered its brilliance, I woke up and 

prepared myself for my first hike with my dad. I had never hit the trail with any of my 
family members, so two months ago I set a date to hike through the glacial landform of 
the Kettle Moraine at Parnell Tower in Plymouth with my pa. Two months and a slew 
of reminders later, my dad and I hit the road in my car (as if the difference between the 
emissions of an SUV versus an F-150 would really make a difference) and sped through 
hills dotted with fall foliage and sunshine. I had specifically planned for the hike to align 
with peak leaf vibrance and variability, but I still felt nervous that my dad wouldn’t quite 
appreciate the hike. He is an avid hunter but had never been hiking through the woods 
without the goal of setting up a trail camera or shooting something. When I suggested we 
take to the trails together, he approached the idea with enthusiasm, and I knew he would 
enjoy hiking on the trails since he loves birdwatching and appreciates nature on an even 
deeper level than I do, but I was met with that feeling of melancholy that I had felt in my 
gut as the weekend approached: would I be met in my experience of beauty and grief? I 
soon found out that asking this question to myself was all wrong.

Throughout the ride there, the walk to the trail, and the hike through the first two 
miles of our three mile route, my dad asked me questions about my other favorite 
hiking spots, commented on the friendliness of other hikers, alerted me to cool birds, 
recognized patterns in the forestry that indicated past logging, identified an ATV trail that 
state employees must use for maintenance, and took us off trail to look at an old, mossy 
stone wall that I would have completely missed otherwise. He helped me to perceive a 
route that I likely would have enjoyed only at a surface level as a deeper experience. To 
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him, the trail was something to be interacted with and informed by. I had spent the entire 
weekend asking the wrong questions and advocating for the wrong changes, screaming 
beneath the water instead of projecting my voice into the air. 

At the end of the Parnell Tower trail there is a watchtower named, you guessed it, 
Parnell Tower. We reached the top platform and looked out in awe at the fall foliage that 
surrounded the little speck of wood we stood on. My dad noted how gorgeous the scenery 
was and pointed all around us, orienting me with landmarks I knew and uncovering 
the familiar homes of relatives from the amorphous swath of colorful trees. When we 
descended the platform and headed home in my roaring vehicle (in all of her destructive 
glory) my dad pointed to a marsh as we zoomed past it and told me that years ago it 
was all charred earth. It was one of the many marsh fires he had been called to in his 
time as a volunteer firefighter. I began to ask questions about the fire and talk about the 
strategies of low intensity burning used to combat wildfires in California. Before I could 
even begin to talk about climate change or the adoption of traditional land management 
practices or our need to embrace interconnectivity, my dad began to tell me about his 
experience with low intensity burning and agreed with my sentiments. Over the course 
of that day, my dad and I experienced the world together by recognizing its beauty, our 
role within its fabric, and the responsibility we had to be ethical neighbors with our 
fellow beings. Lisa Wells concludes one of the chapters of her book by saying that: 

It’s fine and well to have a lot of fancy notions about the earth as a grand 
collaborative document of interspecies communication, but if you don’t 
spend your hours in the dirt, on your hands and knees, with your face 
pressed up to the sign, you’ll always be outside that conversation.25

I had spent a week living in my own head full of “fancy notions” and could only 
actualize their impact and reality when I spent those hours in the dirt with my dad. I 
couldn’t ask him about climate change head-on (unless I wanted questionable geology 
lessons from a midwestern accountant), but I could ask him about his earth, his fellow 
beings, and his responsibility. By approaching issues of climate change with the empathy, 
inspiration, and care that beauty brings to the forefront of our lives, we can be met in 
our grief of the danger our world faces and morph it into a catalyst for connection and 
animated change. The next time I talk to my dad about climate change, it will be in a 
moment that we can experience the beauty of the world together as we simultaneously 
push for a beautiful future.
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Abstract
This essay analyzes how Percy Bysshe Shelley’s speaker in “Mont Blanc: Lines 

Written in the Vale of Chamouni” acts as a poet, translator, and reformer who navigates 
and distorts the dichotomies within Christianity in a way that helps the reader critique the 
religion. With consideration of Shelley’s works on atheism and his skepticism, I analyze 
how the poem interacts with ideas from the Christian Bible. Shelley inverts Christianity’s 
rhetorical devices to frame nature as a deity and provided language for people to critique 
societal institutions like marriage and religion. Shelley uses the poet to reorient the 
reader’s understanding of the world by decentering the human and personifying nature 
as its own divine being to usurp the power of the Christian God. Throughout the poem, 
we see the speaker challenge predominant contemporary values and perceptions going 
as far to aver radically that wilderness might have its own Power.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, Romantic Poet (1792-1822) defines poets as “the 
unacknowledged legislators of the world” because through writing poets can influence 
or change societal values and attitudes. When a poem enters the public sphere through 
publication, the poet provides society with new ideas to contemplate along with new 
language that helps dismantle previously held beliefs. Shelley’s description of the poet 
as the “unacknowledged legislator” paints the poet as a reformer of society who does 
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not work through legal channels, but rather through reform of societal perceptions. 
Through his poetry and essays about atheism, Shelley challenged the predominant belief 
in Christianity by personifying nature as a divine power. In “Mont Blanc,” Shelley 
represents the poet as the link between humans and the “mysterious tongue” of nature 
because of the poet’s ability to capture feelings of sublimity through writing. Shelley 
portrays the persona of the speaker as poet, translator, and reformer, and uses those 
personas to navigate through the dichotomy between the Christian faith in a creator and 
the faith in nature as uncreated.

Shelley’s atheism is firmly established and scholars have studied his works about 
atheism – specifically, “On Christianity” and The Necessity of Atheism – to better 
understand his signal poems “Mont Blanc” and “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty.” These 
poems are often studied in context with Shelley’s religious and philosophic beliefs because 
of their attention to the existence of what Shelley defines (potentially blasphemously) as 
an “unseen Power,” a concept that recognizes in nature a force akin to that attributed in 
contemporary Christian belief only to God. To find a solidified interpretation of Shelley’s 
intended meaning within his poems, there must be consideration of Shelley’s ideologies 
of atheism and skepticism.While attending Oxford University in 1811, Shelley and his 
friend wrote The Necessity of Atheism, which resulted in their expulsion; and when 
asked to disavow the book and return to Christianity Shelley refused to apologize. As 
controversial as the book sounds, its most challenging rhetoric consisted of the idea 
that people in society should be free to argue over the existence of God. To our current 
society today, this registers as a fact, but during the time “the state treated blasphemy 
and atheism as politically subversive,” which made Shelley quite radical for his time. In 
addition to his rejection of Christianity, he critiqued the institution of marriage because 
he viewed it as something that fades under order and commodification. Shelley wrote 
in his note in Queen Mab, “Love withers under constraint; its very essence is liberty.” 
He views love as untamable and spontaneous, which is similar to how he writes about 
nature’s Power. Shelley had a reputation as a radical within the publishing industry and 
publishers would decline to publish him for fear of being charged with blasphemy. 

Shelley’s philosophical framework informs his poetic style, specifically his choice 
to construct a speaker that is subjugated under the overwhelming Power of nature. 
Shelley builds the persona of the speaker as a poet who observes rather than interacts 
with the scene. The poet can remove themselves from the scene, therefore detaching 
any forms of human ego and discovery from the existence of nature. Removal of the 
human ego allows the poet’s thoughts and the Power of the mountain to interact in “an 
unremitting interchange.” Shelley achieves this through the local poetry style which 
is defined by John Reider as a “meditative lyric based on a poet’s contemplation of a 
landscape.” As a literary device, this style works to portray Mont Blanc’s sublimity as 
self-sustaining; Power exists even without human perception of it. By separating the 
poet from the environment, Shelley creates two worlds, one that reflects inwardly on the 
poet’s passive, human mind and one where Mont Blanc stands separately in grandeur. 
By specifying that the mountain has a voice “not understood / By all, but which the wise, 
and great, and good / Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel” Shelley portrays the poet as 
the translator of the mountain. The poet is the wise, great, and good with the ability to 
interpret nature’s voice and make those feelings of sublimity and Power felt by the reader. 
Shelley represents the poet as one who stands between two worlds attempting to translate 
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nature’s Power into human language for readers to digest. John Rieder considers the idea 
of the poet as the translator of the “‘pure language’ inscribed in the landscape” which 
characterizes the mountain as a sacred text that the poet attempts to translate and convey 
its significance to the public, like a priest. For the poet to be able to do this translation, 
Shelley specifies that the human mind should passively “render… and receive fast 
influencings,” which originate from Shelley’s empiricist lens and the “sceptics’ radical 
distrust of reason” by relying on the senses and feeling as knowledge. In other words, 
Shelley viewed scientific reasoning as limited in its ability whereas poetry enables “the 
mind itself by rendering it the receptacle of a thousand unapprehended combinations of 
thought.” Shelley’s idea of the passive mind allows the poet to discard rational thought 
momentarily and be overcome by sensations, emotions, and imagination that nature 
inspires within the human mind.

Through the poet’s translation, the reader gains an understanding of wilderness that 
starkly contrasts with the Christian view of wilderness. In the origin story of the Bible, 
Adam and Eve live in the cultivated Garden of Eden but are then condemned to the 
wilderness where humans must grow their resources. Wilderness is often used in the 
Bible to symbolize the absence of God’s blessing, the most well-known example is the 
casting of Adam and Eve outside the cultivated garden. In Shelley’s characterization 
of wilderness, he emphasizes that the wilderness is a divine source of knowledge that 
teaches the human about “awful doubt, or faith so mild” with its “mysterious tongue.” 
Through this juxtaposition of doubt and faith, Shelley considers how nature’s Power can 
complicate the human belief in a Christian God as nature is portrayed as self-created with 
its own vocal authority. The voice of the mountain is also able “to repeal / Large codes of 
fraud and woe” which directly references Shelley’s disagreement with Christianity and 
the institution of marriage. “Fraud” refers to the purposeful deception of people of the 
existence of a God done by the Christian church. Furthermore, the story of Adam and 
Eve is used to justify that marriage should be permanent as it says that “a man shall… 
hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.” Considering Shelley’s opinions 
on marriage, “woe” can refer to the feelings of sorrow of a married couple when their 
love—seen by Shelley as fleeting and mortal—fades under the confines of marriage.

In the Book of Revelations, wilderness is a place for the Christian to connect with 
the Divine “more clearly” which parallels Shelley’s employment of wilderness as a 
teacher for humans to gain clarity and insight about nature’s Power. Shelley utilizes this 
parallel to argue that the passive human mind can learn from “Holding an unremitting 
interchange / With the clear universe of things around.” The use of the word “clear” 
interacts with the Christian view of nature as a place to cleanse the soul and come closer 
to God. In this way, Shelley shows the reader that clarity can be achieved through the 
natural interchange between humans and nature, not just through an intermediary God. 
Shelley applies enjambment to encourage the reader to see a natural flow between the 
lines and, therefore, portrays nature as a clear, flowing source of the thoughts of man. 
Michael Erkelenz sourced a rejected line from an earlier manuscript draft to interpret 
Shelley’s intended meaning of the lines “So solemn, so serene, that man may be / But 
for such faith with nature reconciled.” Erkelenz analyzes a line from the draft “To such 
high thoughts of Nature reconciled!” and argues that it implicitly states that faith taught 
by wilderness conflicts with man’s faith in God. In Erkelenz’s analysis of the published 
line, “But” is a preposition meaning “except” which acts as a wedge between the two 
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faiths. He argues that this line is a “rhetorical gesture” to distinguish the two faiths 
as incompatible. The conflict between these two faiths is further articulated by the 
comparison of Shelley’s praise of nature as untamable with Christians’ subjugation and 
exploitation of nature. In the Book of Genesis, Adam names all the animals, thereby 
asserting dominance over them and implicitly portraying the animals and nature in the 
garden only for human consumption. Christians use this story to justify a right to exploit 
Earth’s resources rather than believing they are just another passive force in the totality 
of the Earth. The Christian view of nature as subjugated to the human will is antithetical 
to Shelley’s solemn faith in a reconciliation of the human with nature. Thanks to the 
growth in scientific understanding and the writings of the Romantics like Shelley and 
Keats, society’s views on wilderness have changed positively.

Shelley’s poet subverts the Christian origin story and encourages the audience to 
question its logic. Adam and Eve are the humans centered within the origin story of 
the Earth because God made humans in God’s image rather than a part of the fabric of 
nature. Shelley actively combats the subjugation of nature through the poet’s theorizing 
their own origin story of the Earth excluding the human:

Is this the scene
Where the old Earthquake-daemon taught her young
Ruin? Were these their toys? or did a sea
Of fire envelop once this silent snow?

	 By decentering the human in the origin story and including a deity of 
earthquakes, Shelley theorizes that the Earth was created through “ceaseless motion” 
and the untameable chaos of nature’s Power. Additionally, the imagery of a sea of fire 
recalls the evolutionary theory of the Earth originally being enveloped in molten lava 
4.5 billion years ago. The removal of the human from the origin story centers nature as 
the first sublime force to inhabit the Earth. The decentering of humans is also evident 
in Shelley’s portrayal of humans as passive creatures compared to the sublime Power of 
nature,represented by the glaciers:

	 The glaciers creep
	 Like snakes that watch their prey, from their far fountains,
	 Slow rolling on; there, many a precipice,
	 Frost and the Sun in scorn of mortal power
	 Have piled: dome, pyramid, and pinnacle,

The glacier works as a synecdoche and represents nature’s Power as something 
greater than human creations and religious ideologies. Daniel E. Lees’s interpretation of 
the line “dome, pyramid, and pinnacle” argues they are symbols of “eastern, pagan, and 
western religion.” Shelley uses the glacier to reorient the reader’s perspective of their 
role in the universe and remind the reader of nature’s Power over mortality. By having 
the glacier crush buildings with religious significance, Shelley tells the reader that human 
religious ideologies are still mortal, while nature will continue to rule for eternity. The 
lines “The race / Of man flies far in dread; his work and dwelling / Vanish, like smoke 
before the tempest’s stream” explicitly state that humans are still controlled by nature’s 
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Power even if they like to think they have conquered nature. In this way, Shelley further 
decenters humans from the narrative of Earth and represents them as passive beings who 
depend on nature’s mercy for survival. Shelley personifies the glacier, frost, and sun 
all existing “in scorn of mortal power” which mimics and flips Christianity’s scorn for 
wilderness. The de-emphasis of mortal power is also reflected using a lowercase “p.”

By comparing the Christian ideologies about wilderness and origin with their 
own beliefs, Shelley’s poet acts as a reformer of society by translating the “mysterious 
tongue” of nature. Shelley’s poet translates nature into a “reformist code,” of similes, but 
the poet still submits their authority to nature by describing the human mind as passive. 
Shelley’s poet adopts the format of an ode as a vehicle to translate nature’s power and 
becomes a form of worship. Shelley’s poet implements religious imagery to describe 
the Power of nature as a divine being worthy of praise. Shelley even gives Power its 
own throne, “Where Power in likeness of the Arve comes down / From the ice-gulfs that 
gird his secret throne.” Shelley appropriates the Christian God’s throne by creating one 
protected by ice-gulfs, made from the same element as the glacier that decides the death 
and destruction of animal habitats as it comes down the mountain. 

Around the throne, there is “Thy giant brood of pines around thee clinging, 
/ Children of elder time.” Framing Power as paternal is another rhetorical move that 
Shelley uses to align nature with the qualities of the Christian God. The Power, although 
bursting and raving, is a source of stability where the young trees cling and take root. 
Like the Christian’s description of God, the poet describes the universe as “everlasting” 
and “eternal” which usurps the Christian God’s place as the eternal being who spawns 
trees and makes rivers from “The breath and blood of distant lands.” The river is seen 
as the vein of this Power as water gives life to all organisms and the image of sediment 
from distant lands which further shows the interconnectedness and sublimity of nature 
and its organisms. 

Shelley’s poet as an observer and translator allows the reader to distinguish between 
two worlds, the human mind and the sublimity of nature’s Power. After familiarizing the 
reader with the two worlds, the poet turns into a reformer by identifying fundamentals 
of the Christian religion and directly challenging them by comparing the two faiths. 
Through redefining wilderness and the origin of the Earth, the poet reorients the reader’s 
understanding of the world by decentering the human and making them a passive agent 
at the mercy of nature’s Power. By describing nature’s Power as a paternal and eternal 
king, the poet appropriates the qualities of the Christian God and creates the universe as 
its own divine power. In Shelley’s “Essay On Christianity,” he states that the reformer 
uses “The art of persuasion,” for Shelley this would be simile and poetry, to free his 
judges “from those national and religious predilections which render the multitude deaf 
and blind.” Shelley uses his skills of poetry and persuasion to reform social attitudes 
about nature and shake the core of society’s predominant religious beliefs.

Notes
1.	 Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Philosophical View of Reform,” (Oxford University 

Press, 1820), Online Library of Liberty, https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/rolleston-
philosophical-view-of-reform-1820.

2.	 Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Mont Blanc: Lines Written in the Vale of Chamouni,” 
The Broadview Anthology of British Literature: The Age of Romanticism, edited 



Page 35Oshkosh Scholar

by Joseph Black, Leonard Conolly, Kate Flint, Isobel Grundy, Don LePan, Roy 
Liuzza, Jerome J. McGann, Anne Lake Prescott, Barry V. Qualls, Claire Waters, 
3rd ed, (Broadview Press, 2018), 76.

3.	 Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” The Broadview Anthology 
of British Literature: The Age of Romanticism, ed Joseph Black, Leonard Conolly, 
Kate Flint, Isobel Grundy, Don LePan, Roy Liuzza, Jerome J. McGann, Anne 
Lake Prescott, Barry V. Qualls, Claire Waters, 3rd ed, 4, (Broadview Press, 2018), 
1.

4.	 Muna Shrestha, “Shelley as an Atheist,” Journal of Advanced Academic Research 
1, no. 1, (2014): 96, Nepal Journals Online, https://www.nepjol.info/index.php/
JAAR/article/view/13519/10923.

5.	 Shrestha, 96.
6.	 Shelley, “Even Love is Sold,” in Shelley’s Prose; or, The Trumpet of a Prophecy, 

ed. David L Clark (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1954), 115, 
https://archive.org/details/shelleysproseor00shel.

7.	 Shrestha, 96.
8.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 39.
9.	 John Rieder, “Shelley’s ‘Mont Blanc’: Landscape and the Ideology of the Sacred 

Text.” ELH 48, no. 4, (1981): 788, JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/2872961.
10.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 81-83.
11.	 Rieder, 785-786.
12.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 38.
13.	 Rieder, 788.
14.	 Percy Bysshe Shelley, “A Defense of Poetry,” (1840), Poetry Foundation, https://

www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69388/a-defence-of-poetry.
15.	 The ESV Bible, (Crossway, 2001), Gen. 3:18, https://www.esv.org/.
16.	 George H. Stankey, “Beyond the Campfire’s Light: Historical Roots of the 

Wilderness Concept,” Natural Resources Journal 29, no. 1, (1989): 10, JSTOR, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24883633.

17.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 77.
18.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 76.
19.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 50-51.
20.	 ESV Bible, Gen. 2:24.
21.	 Stankey, 12. 
22.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 39-40.
23.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 78-79.
24.	 Michael Erkelenz, “Shelley’s Draft of ‘Mont Blanc’ and the Conflict of ‘Faith,’” 

The Review of English Studies 40, no. 157, (1989): 101, JSTOR, http://www.jstor.
org/stable/516341.

25.	 Erkelenz, 102.
26.	 Erkelenz, 103.
27.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 31.
28.	 Stankey, 11.
29.	 Stankey, 15.
30.	 Stankey, 11.
31.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 71-74.



Page 36 Oshkosh Scholar

32.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 32.
33.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 100-104.
34.	 Daniel E. Lees “Berkeley Redux: Imagination as Ethical Power in Shelley’s 

‘Mont Blanc.’” Texas     Studies in Literature and Language 58, no. 3, (2016): 
298, JSTOR, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26155305.

35.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 117-119.
36.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 103.
37.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 76.
38.	 Rieder, 781
39.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 16-17.
40.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 115-117.
41.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 20-21.
42.	 Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” 124.
43.	 Shelley, Percy Bysshe, “Essay on Christianity,” The Works of Shelley in Verse and 

Prose, ed H. Buxton Forman, (Reeves and Turner, 1880), https://terpconnect.umd.
edu/~djb/shelley/christianity1880.html.



Page 37Oshkosh Scholar

Revaluating Educational Access: COVID-19’s 
Impact on Higher Education Enrollment Among 
Low-Income Students in Wisconsin Public Schools 
Grace Reidl, author
Dr. Marianne Johnson, faculty mentor

Grace Riedl graduated from UW Oshkosh in spring 2026 with a bachelor’s in social 
studies education and a minor in economics. Her research interests focus on identifying 
economic solutions and strategies that help improve student learning and educational 
outcomes for low-income students. During her time on campus, Grace gained classroom 
and leadership experience through volunteering at public schools, student teaching, and 
being a board member on Aspiring Educators and the UW Oshkosh Pickleball club. She 
plans to attend graduate school and earn a Ph.D.

Marianne Johnson is a Professor of Economics in the School of Business. In twenty 
years at Oshkosh, Dr. Johnson regularly teaches microeconomics, statistics, econometrics, 
and public economics. She has overseen more than thirty student research projects on a 
wide variety of topics including education policies, tax policies, voting, and finance. Her 
own research tends to focus on either the gender gap in economics education or on the 
history of public finance.

Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the education system worldwide, raising 

concerns about its impact on higher education access for vulnerable populations, 
specifically economically disadvantaged students. This study uses Wisconsin county 
and district level data to examine which factors influenced low-income students, in 
Wisconsin, attending a four-year institution before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. To 
better understand if these impacts were unique to economically disadvantaged students, 
I compared the results with those for all students statewide, to identify similarities 
and differences in the factors influencing enrollment to higher education. The results 
show a strong, statistically significant correlation in enrollment rates for low-income 
students. While low-income students faced notable barriers, their enrollment declines 
largely mirrored statewide trends, showing that the pandemic’s effects were systemic 
rather than unique for low-income students.   However, the data also revealed that 
several variables such as median income, poverty rate, parental education, and computer 
access, had a stronger and more significant impact on low-income students’ college 
attendance rates compared to the general student population. Overall, these findings 
highlight the challenges faced by economically disadvantaged students and underscores 
the importance of targeted support and policies to maintain equitable higher education 
access during global pandemics.

Introduction
Higher education is a key factor in economic mobility, yet access to it has never 
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been equal. For low-income students, attaining access to higher education has come 
with more barriers such as cost, limited academic preparation, or lack of guidance, 
leading to reduced enrollment rates. The COVID-19 pandemic intensified these barriers 
causing more challenges and creating new financial and social pressures for students 
and their families. Understanding how the COVID-19 pandemic affected low-income 
students’ enrollment into higher education is critical for parents, teachers, institutions, 
and policymakers seeking to close opportunity gaps and create equitable postsecondary 
pathways for all students. 

This study examines the relationship between economically disadvantaged students 
in Wisconsin’s 421 public school districts and postsecondary enrollment before and after 
the COVID-19 pandemic, focusing specifically on low-income students attending a four-
year institution. By using district and county wide data from Wisconsin, I conducted 
four regression analyses to explore whether factors such as educational attainment, 
district accountability scores, standardized testing scores, and more were associated with 
enrollment patterns. By comparing enrollment trends of low-income students with those 
of all students, this research aimed at identifying which factors affected low-income 
students’ enrollment rates most before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The results revealed a statistically significant relationship between the overall 
percentage of students attending a four-year institution and the percentage of low-income 
students doing so. However, the data also showed that certain factors were negatively 
correlated with college attendance rates during the COVID-19 pandemic. These results 
could have stemmed from various situations such as lack of attendance, learning losses, 
or mental health challenges. Additionally, while low-income students were affected 
drastically by the COVID-19 pandemic, their decline in enrollment largely mirrored 
the overall student population.  In the end, the findings point to a mixture of systemic 
barriers and economic disadvantages, which worsened due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Review of Literature 
As the COVID-19 pandemic profoundly disrupted the education system, it especially 

had long-lasting effects on students’ pathways to higher education. In Wisconsin’s 
public-school districts, the pandemic not only altered instructional delivery, but also 
reshaped how students approach their academic futures. As a result, students’ access, 
resources, and motivation to pursue higher education was disrupted. However, there is 
very little research that focuses specifically on low-income students’ enrollment into 
higher education in the Wisconsin public school districts. Therefore, while this literature 
review begins from one study focusing on Wisconsin students, it aims to examine recent 
scholarly research on the impact of COVID-19 on the enrollment into higher education 
for low-income students.

Smith and Hirschl investigated the factors that influenced college attendance rates 
among low-income students in Wisconsin. The researchers wanted to answer three 
questions: “(1) How large are economic disparities in baccalaureate college attendance 
in Wisconsin? (2) How much variation is there between high schools in the share of 
their low-income students who attend baccalaureate colleges, controlling student 
characteristics? (3) Which high school characteristics explain this between-school 
variation?”1 The researchers collected data from various educational sources, such 
as the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, National Student Clearinghouse, 
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scores from the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examination (WKCE), American 
Community Survey, and the National Center for Education Statistics. Smith & Hirschl’s 
analysis yielded four main conclusions. First, economically disadvantaged students 
in Wisconsin are 35 percentage points less likely to attend baccalaureate colleges 
than their peers. Second, high schools differ significantly in how often they send low-
income students to four-year colleges, even after accounting for differences in student 
achievement before high school. Third, where a high school is located plays a big role: 
low-income students are less likely to attend baccalaureate colleges if their school is in a 
rural area, far from a University of Wisconsin campus, or in a community where the adults 
have low education levels. Last, even after accounting for all these factors, differences 
between high schools remain, and there need to be better methods of understanding how 
to support low-income students in attending four-year colleges.2 This study is extremely 
relevant to mine because it examines the systemic barriers affecting low-income students 
in Wisconsin and highlights the need for support in promoting educational equity. 

Liu looked at data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey (HPS), 
collected between August of 2020 and March of 2021, to explore which disparities during 
the COVID-19 pandemic influenced the postsecondary plans of families of different 
socioeconomic statuses.3 One disparity that Liu explored is whether the “summer melt” 
phenomenon was a cause of low-income students’ decline in postsecondary plans. 
Specifically, Liu states, “socioeconomically disadvantaged college-intending students 
are susceptible to high rates of summer attrition from the college pipeline during the 
summer right after high school graduation.4  This is due to the lack of access, resources, 
guidance, and support to complete challenging precollege tasks during the summer when 
these students are isolated from their high school community but have yet to become a 
member of their intended college. While the HPS specifically asked about disruptions 
resulting from the coronavirus pandemic, it is still likely that a part of the educational 
disruptions and the associated disparities observed in this study would exist in a year 
without the pandemic.”5 Liu’s analysis found that socioeconomic disparities, particularly 
with limited access to resources during summer months, contribute to the decline in 
postsecondary enrollment among low-income students. Liu’s conclusion supports the 
idea that the pandemic could have intensified these socioeconomic disparities, and 
reinforces that the pandemic hindered access to higher education. 

Aucejo, French, Paola Ugalde Araya, and Zafar collected survey data from 
approximately 1500 undergraduate students at a large public university and explored 
the disproportionate challenges faced by low-income students during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Their study found that low-income students were 55 percent more likely to 
experience delayed graduation rates than high-income students due to the pandemic.6 

This elevated likelihood of delays was largely due to a range of challenges, including 
financial instability or health and economic shocks, which were found to be 0.3-0.4 
standard deviations higher for low-income students.7 These findings help me understand 
how the COVID-19 pandemic deepened pre-existing structural barriers, hence making 
it harder for low-income students to attend higher education in Wisconsin and beyond. 

Similarly, Rodriguez-Planas conducted an online survey at Queens College (QC), 
collecting responses from approximately 3200 students between July 24th and September 
18th, 2020.8 The study focused specifically on low-income students (defined as receiving 
the Pell grant), transfer students, and first-generation students. The researcher wanted 
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to evaluate if the COVID-19 pandemic changed students’ education and economic 
expectations. Rodriguez-Planas’s findings align with those of Aucejo et. al., as they 
both highlight the financial and economic challenges faced by low-income students 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Results showed that while all students were affected, 
low-income students experienced the most severe consequences: they were 20 percent 
more likely to suffer from job loss, 17 percent more likely to have a decline in wages, 
and 65 percent  more likely to have food and shelter insecurity than transfer or first-
generation students. Academically, low-income students were 41 percent more likely to 
drop a course due to fear of losing their Pell grant.9 This research is relevant to this study 
because it demonstrates how the COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately affected low-
income students’ financial stability and economic outcomes.

A recent study has spotted a significant decline in college attendance rates among 
low-income students, a trend that was noticeably exacerbated by the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Using an interrupted time series design, Harris, Chen, Martin, 
Bernhardt, Marsicano, and Von Hippel analyzed enrollment data over time to assess how 
the pandemic disrupted college attendance patterns. In their analysis, the researchers 
examined how the pandemic affected enrollment differently across institution type and 
student populations.10 They concluded that attendance rates among low-income students, 
across both two-year and four-year institutions, dramatically declined as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, they concluded that by 2022, enrollment into 
a two-year institution declined by 21 percent more than pre-pandemic levels, while 
enrollment into a four-year institution declined by merely 6 percent among low-income 
students as well as Black and Hispanic students.11 The researchers argue that the nature 
of hands-on learning contributed to a sharper decline of two-year college attendance 
rates among low-income students, particularly in programs like the trades and nursing, 
which could not be easily adapted to remote learning. In contrast, low-income students 
were less likely to enroll in four-year institutions due to a combination of academic 
and nonacademic barriers.12 These findings suggest reasons for the dramatic decline of 
two-year and four-year college enrollment rates during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
illustrate how different challenges, especially in two-year colleges, made it harder for 
low-income students to complete their coursework remotely in higher education. 

Discussion of Data and Methodology
I examined 421 Wisconsin school districts to assess how economic and educational 

factors influenced low-income students enrollment in higher education between the 2018 
and 2024 academic years. My focus was on identifying correlations between variables, 
such as individuals’ access to computers and income or the percentage of students 
receiving Free and Reduced Price (FRP) lunches and those living below the poverty 
line, and their potential impact before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

To conduct this analysis, I used data from the Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction (DPI), the U.S. Census Bureau, and the Bureau of Economic Analysis 
(BEA).13 Much of the district-level data came from the DPI report cards, which provided 
information on accountability scores, racial demographics, standardized testing results, 
economic status, and graduation scores across all 421 districts. Similarly, I used DPI 
data about postsecondary enrollment to determine the percentage of students who are 
attending a two-year or four-year college after high school graduation per district.
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Table 1. Definition of Variables and Source

I combined county and district level data from the DPI, US Census, and BEA to 
conduct a data analysis, specifically finding the mean, median, standard deviation, 
minimum and maximum values. Several variables that stand out. For example, only 2% of 
economically disadvantaged students in the Prentice School District attended a four-year 
college, while that number jumps to 86% in the Winneconne School District. Another 
notable difference appears in the number of individuals without computer access: only 
3% of individuals in Dane county, compared to 22.1% of individuals in Menominee 
county. These examples highlight the disparities in the minimum and maximum values 
revealed in the analysis. See Table 2 for further data analysis. 

The U.S. Census Bureau served as the second most-used data course, offering 
county-level data across all 72 Wisconsin counties. From this, I gathered information 
on educational attainment, computer access, and poverty rates. Lastly, I used one key 
variable from the BEA: median county income. All data variables are outlined and cited 
in Table 1. 
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Table 2. Summary Statistics

While this data set includes a lot of valuable information and variables, some 
adjustments were necessary. Most notably, I omitted the academic year of 2019-2020 
due to the lack of data. Most school districts did not report data this year, specifically to 
the DPI, because of the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, many values from other years 
were missing. To address this, I filled in the missing data cells with the mean value. I 
chose this route because I think that the observation is typical and because it will not 
change the regression line. 

Analysis
.By using multiple analysis regression, I was able to estimate coefficients and 

determine their association with the independent variable, i.e., the percent of economically 
disadvantaged students who went on to a 4-year college. Below is the formula that I 
used for Regression 1. In subsequent regressions, I add additional control variables that 
capture school and community characteristics. 
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Regression 1: Perceived percentage of economically disadvantaged 
students attending a four-year college=β0 + β1 % of all students 
attending a four-year college

All the coefficients and variables can be found in Table 3. First, for Regression 1, I 
found a strong, statistically significant positive correlation between the percentage of all 
students attending a 4-year college and the percentage of economically disadvantaged 
students attending a 4-year college. The regression coefficient was 0.4138, meaning 
that for every one percentage point increase in overall 4-year college attendance, the 
percentage of economically disadvantaged students attending a 4-year college increased 
by approximately 41%.  I also found a moderately strong relationship overall, with 
R-square value of 15.96%, indicating that we can explain just under 16% of the variation 
in economically disadvantaged students’ 4-year college attendance by overall student 
4-year college attendance alone. This regression confirms that general increases in 
postsecondary attendance are associated with improvements for lower-income students, 
but not at the same rate. This gap could be due to factors such as access to resources, 
family support, or structural inequalities. Further analysis was conducted to see if there 
were specific variables that affected all students attending a four-year college before and 
after the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Additionally, I ran a regression to analyze many coefficients and their association 
with the independent variable, i.e., the number of all students who went onto a 4-year 
college. Below is the formula that I used for Regression 2. 

Regression 2: Perceived percentage of all students attending a four-
year college=β0  + β1 overall accountability score + β2 median income + 
β3 % below poverty line + β4 % of parents with educational attainment 
+ β5 % of economically disadvantaged students + β6 % proficient in 
mathematics + β7 % of economically disadvantaged students attending 
4 year college + β8 % of individuals without computer access  

Within Regression 2, there are a lot more variables to unpack. I chose to complete a 
second regression from the perspective of all students, not just low-income students, to 
better understand how broader district trends may have shaped overall college attendance 
patterns. This comparison allowed me to see whether the factors of influencing low-
income students were unique or part of a larger systemic shift across all students. Among 
the eight variables, there were many significant relationships relating to the percentage 
of all students attending a four-year college in Wisconsin. The overall model had an 
R-square value of 0.259, meaning 25.9% of the variation in four-year college attendance 
rates can be explained by the combination of the eight variables. All the variables 
were statistically significant (p < 0.05), revealing clear relationships between district 
characteristics, postsecondary enrollment, and implications related to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  
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First, the overall accountability score had a negative correlation of -0.002 with 
attendance. Therefore, holding all other variables constant, a one percent increase in a 
district’s overall accountability score is associated with a 0.163 percent decrease in the 
percentage of students attending a four-year college. While I might expect that higher-
performing districts would send more students to college, this negative relationship 
suggests a more complex dynamic. This means that, during the pandemic, districts’ 
overall accountability metrics such as standardized testing, attendance, and graduation 
rates were disrupted. Therefore, districts that had stricter rules for measuring success 
may have had a harder time with upholding those rules because of the pandemic. 
Possible issues could include students falling behind, missing school, adapting to an 
online learning environment. This shows that relying on test scores or performance 
measures doesn’t work well during global pandemics.

Second, the median income of a district showed a positive correlation of 0.00000296 
(per 2020 dollar), showing that wealthier districts tend to send more students to a four-
year college. Therefore, holding all other variables constant, a one dollar increase in 
median household income is associated with a 0.000296 percent point increase in the 
percentage of students attending a four-year college. This shows that income-based 
inequalities increased after the COVID-19 pandemic. Higher-income families could 
better navigate pre-postsecondary enrollment tasks such as remote learning or access to 
college prep courses, more than lower-income families. 

Interestingly, the percentage of students below the poverty line was also positively 
correlated with college attendance, 0.00316. Therefore, holding all other variables 
constant, a one percent increase in the percentage of students below the poverty line is 
associated with a 0.316 percent point increase in four-year attendance. This means that 
in some districts, a higher percentage of students living in poverty was unexpectedly 
associated with a slight increase in 4-year college attendance. One possible explanation 
is that some high-poverty school districts may have implemented effective recovery 
programs during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. This could possibly include things 
like helping with college applications, FAFSA applications, or better support systems 
within the districts. Additionally, temporary federal funding to school districts may have 
also boosted support systems in vulnerable districts, therefore offering more support for 
low-income students. 

Fourth, the percentage of adults with educational attainment, meaning the 
percentage of individuals with a bachelor’s degree or higher, had a negative coefficient 
of -0.00278. Therefore, holding all other variables constant, a one percent increase in 
the Wisconsin adult population with educational attainment is associated with a 0.278 
percentage point decrease in four-year college attendance. This was another unexpected 
result that may have reflected changing attitudes towards higher education, particularly 
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Families with college-educated parents have 
been more skeptical of the value of 4-year college degrees given possible circumstances, 
such as rising tuition, student debt, and COVID’s effect of traditional learning, i.e., they 
are skeptical of how effective and worthy online learning is. Therefore, some parents 
may have encouraged their children to pursue alternative pathways such as gap years, 
technical programs, or waiting until the pandemic passes. 

Fifth, the percentage of economically disadvantaged students in a district showed 
a strong negative correlation of -0.0435, showing that economically disadvantaged 
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increases, four-year college attendance rates drop significantly, by 4.35 percent. This 
result is consistent with pre and post pandemic trends. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many low-income students faced increased responsibility at home, lack of digital 
access, or had to prioritize working over continuing education. The data clearly shows 
that economic hardship remains one of the strongest structural barriers to enrollment in 
higher education, with it worsening due to the pandemic. 

Sixth, district math proficiency rates showed a positive correlation of 0.088. 
Therefore, holding all other variables constant, a one percent point increase in math 
proficiency is associated with a 9.2 percent increase in four-year college attendance. 
This supports the relationship between college readiness and academic performance. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, mathematics (as well as ELA) was one of the most 
severely impacted subjects by remote learning. During my data analysis, it was very 
evident that during the 2020-2021 school year, mathematics scores plummeted. This 
correlation shows that to increase 4-year college attendance rates, we also need to 
increase mathematics scores. 

Seventh, as discussed in Regression 1, one of the strongest predictors in the model 
was the percentage of economically disadvantaged students attending a four-year college, 
with a very strong, positive coefficient of 0.3408. Therefore, holding all other variables 
constant, a one percent increase in economically disadvantaged students attending 
a four-year college is associated with a 34 percent point increase in four-year college 
attendance. This implies that when low-income students successfully enroll in four-year 
colleges, the overall district college attendance rate rises significantly. This highlights the 
importance of equity-based programs and interventions to support low-income students 
in their post-secondary plans. Additionally, during the COVID-19 pandemic, districts 
that effectively supported low-income students, whether that be through mentoring, 
navigating applications, financial aid, or scholarships, or through resource intervention, 
likely saw an increase in four-year college attendance rates for the entire student body. 

Lastly, the percentage of individuals without computer access was negatively 
correlated with college attendance rates, -0.00548. Therefore, holding all other variables 
constant, a one percent increase in students without computer access is associated with a 
0.55 percent decrease in four-year college attendance. This reinforces that lasting effect 
of digital access. Meaning, remote learning made it clear that technology access is no 
longer optional for academic success. Students without personal computers or reliable 
internet were left behind, not only in remote learning settings, but also in the college 
planning process. This variable strongly supports the idea that closing the digital access 
gap is key to improving postsecondary outcomes, especially post-COVID. 

The third regression that I ran used the school years, 2020-2024, as dummy 
variables. I excluded data from school year 2018-2019 to serve as the reference year so 
that the coefficients for the included years could show how four-year college attendance 
rates among economically disadvantaged students changed in relation to the pre-COVID 
baseline. Below is the formula used for Regression 3. 

Regression 3: Perceived percentage of economically disadvantaged 
students attending a four-year college=β0   + β1 overall accountability 
score + β2 median income + β3 % below poverty line + β4 % of parents 
with educational attainment + β5 % of economically disadvantaged 
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students + β6 % proficient in mathematics + β7 % of economically 
disadvantaged students attending 4 year college + β8 % of individuals 
without computer access  + β9 2020-2021 + β10  2021-2022 + β11 2022-
2023 + β12  2023-2024

Concluding this analysis, I found that for economically disadvantaged students, 
there is a statistically significant disruption in four-year college attendance rates when 
compared to the pre-COVID year of 2018-2019. Meaning, attendance rates significantly 

Table 3. Regression Results

**** (if the p-value is < 0.1), ** (if the p-value is < 0.05), * (if the p-value is < 0.01)
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differed in the 2020-2021 school year (p=0.0013), 2022-2023 (p=0.0011), and especially 
in the 2023-2024 school year (p ≈ 0.000…0031). This suggests that there were long-
term impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Interestingly, the 2021-2022 school year 
showed no statistically significant change (p=0.2964), potentially because of stabilized 
enrollment rates or interventions within the schools, e.g., counseling, mentoring, etc. 
Overall, these findings highlight that the COVID-19 pandemic’s effects on low-income 
students persisted even after the immediate crisis of 2020. 

My final regression explored the same variables as Regression 3, except focused on 
all students attending a four-year institution. Below is the formula used for Regression 4.

 
Regression 4: Perceived percentage of all students attending a four-
year college=β0  + β1 overall accountability score + β2 median income + 
β3 % below poverty line + β4 % of parents with educational attainment 
+ β5 % of economically disadvantaged students + β6 % proficient in 
mathematics + β7 % of economically disadvantaged students attending 
4 year college + β8 % of individuals without computer access    + β9 
2020-2021 + β10  2021-2022 + β11 2022-2023 + β12  2023-2024

Concluding this analysis, it was shown that college attendance rates among all 
students were significantly different from pre-pandemic years, especially in the 2020-
2021 (p=0.018) and 2021-2022 (p=0.013) school years. This shows that students had an 
immediate impact on postsecondary pathways. Additionally, in the 2022-2023 school 
year the p-value rose to 0.095, which is not statistically significant, meaning that the 
attendance rates were likely returning to pre-pandemic levels. Therefore, the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on college enrollment appears to be the most impactful and 
severe in the immediate years, for all students. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the comparison between low-income students and the broader 

student population reveals that while the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted postsecondary 
enrollment rates for all students, economically disadvantaged students experienced more 
pronounced and lasting effects. The pandemic not only intensified existing inequalities 
but also highlighted the urgent need for systemic changes in how school districts support 
vulnerable populations. 

These findings emphasize that postsecondary recovery because of the COVID-19 
pandemic must not only focus on academics, but also address inclusivity, structural 
barriers, and creating equal opportunities for all students, especially those at risk of being 
left behind.
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Call for Submissions

Oshkosh Scholar accepts scholarly analytical and creative works on a rolling basis. 
Enrolled UW Oshkosh students are eligible to submit their work. Recent UW Oshkosh 
graduates can submit work that they completed as undergraduates for up to one year 
after graduation. Students who wish to submit must have a faculty mentor to support 
their submission. 

Analytical works must have substantial original research as defined by their field, citations, 
and an engagement with the secondary literature. Examples of appropriate articles 
include those written for independent study projects, honors theses, Undergraduate 
Student/Faculty Collaborative Research projects, or senior seminar projects.

Creative work includes musical scores, creative nonfiction, visual art, poetry, drama, 
scripts, or short fiction.  All creative work must be accompanied by a brief (150–300 
words) artist’s statement that addresses at least two of the following considerations: 1) 
how the piece engages with the work of others, such as masters of the craft, 2) what 
traditions it contributes to, 3) what genre it resides in, or 4) an explanation of the medium 
or technique used. 

For more information regarding submission guidelines, evaluation criteria, and  
process overview, visit uwosh.edu/osrca/present/oshkosh-scholar or email us at 
ugjournal@uwosh.edu.
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John and Linda Schuh Award for Best Oshkosh Scholar Article

The John and Linda Schuh Award for Best Oshkosh Scholar Article will be awarded to 
the best paper published in each of the volumes (15–19). The award amount is $500.

The winners of each year’s award are recorded below.

Recipients

Volume XV 
Beginning to End: Mastery, Hierarchy, and the Anthropocene in  
Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick

Sam Diemel, author
Dr. Don Dingledine, English, faculty mentor

Volume XVI
Anthropocentrism and Other Problems in Animal History: Methodological 
Reflections 

Quill Graham, author
Dr. Michelle Kuhl, History, faculty mentor

Volume XVII
The Ruins of Deutsch-Athen: The Remains of the Wisconsin-German Culture 
in the Modern Landscape

Michael DCamp, author
Dr. Heike C. Alberts, Geography, faculty mentor

Volume XVIII
An Ethical Exploration of Human/Animal Sexual Relationships

Quill Graham, author
Dr. Stewart Cole, English & Environmental Studies, faculty mentor

Volume XIX
Mercury Governs Mars: Rank-and-File Soldiers During the Morristown Winter 
Encampments 1779-1780 

Elaina Swafford, author
Dr. Mick Rutz, faculty mentor
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