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FACT SHEET #1 – Demystifying the Comp 

I. WHAT THE COMP IS: 
 

• Independent – While we encourage you to meet with your adviser early and often, you should not 

expect them to tell you what you “should” do for your comp.  This is your chance operate on your own as 

a critical thinker and investigator, and it will be up to you to develop your own questions and 

approaches. 

 

• Original – Use your project to generate new information for the ES community.  You could use 

existing research tools and theory to address new and/or local research questions.  You could also ask 

new questions about systems that have been studied in the past.  Either way, do not pick a research 

question that has already been answered in its entirety. 

 

• Supported – Even the most original projects require lots of background research to introduce the 

problem, justify the research methodology, and provide context for the analysis.  Every comp should 

have at least 35 cited references, and for most projects, the majority of these sources should be peer 

reviewed.  This library website (http://library.allegheny.edu/begin) is a good resource for finding and 

evaluating information for your comp. 

 

• Long – These projects take a long time.  Try to pick a topic that you are genuinely passionate about so 

that you can maintain your interest and motivation when the going gets rough. 

 
 
II. WHAT THE COMP IS NOT: 
 

• The Be-All End-All – It is easy to get paralyzed early on if you can’t find the “perfect” research 

question, but even the most well-planned projects evolve and improve throughout the comp process.  

Rather than trying to figure everything out at the beginning, follow a promising, well-defined question 

and try to be open to wherever the project takes you. 

 

• A Craft Project or Book Report – Even if a project is interesting and environmental, it may not 

necessarily qualify as environmental research.  For example, simply making a sustainable widget, 

without having a clear research question in mind, doesn’t qualify as a senior thesis.  Similarly, writing a 

book report on an environmental issue, without generating original ideas, is also unacceptable.  All good 

comps have scholarly merit, meaning that they ask an original question and generate new information 

about your research topic. 

 

• Something You Can Cram For –  It is easy to blow off your comp during the more demanding periods 

of the semester, but you simply cannot cram a year-long project into just a couple of months.  Stick to 

departmental deadlines and those assigned by your advisor.  More importantly, set personal deadlines 

and hold yourself accountable.  

 

• Easy – You will inevitably run into major hurdles during the comp process.  People might not call you 

back, your data might not make sense, and at some point, you may even question the whole premise of 

your project.  This is all very normal, so don’t get discouraged. The students that have the most success 

with their comps are the ones that bounce back and persevere. 

http://library.allegheny.edu/begin
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III. A FEW PAST COMPS: 
 
Below brief list of some past comps just to give you a better sense of the types of projects that past 
students have attempted.  Follow this link to Dspace for access to more Allegheny comps. 
 

Humanities Focused 
– Are We Saturated With Technology? Overview and Critique of Social and Environmental Isolation in the Postmodern 
World: A Formal Exploration in Studio Art (Phelps, 2015) 
 
– Environmental Uncovering: Excavating Our Rhetoric in the Fracking Movement and Beyond (Anthos, 2016) 
 
– Sounds of the Wood: An environmental perspective of the guitar (Phinney, 2009) 
 
– The Development of a Sustainable Ethic (Fares, 2015) 

 
Natural Science Focused 
– Additional nitrogen leads to soil carbon retention through decreased decomposition rate (Washko, 2016) 
 
– Developing a Better Approach to Ecological Projection Models Using a GIS-Based Mechanistic Model 
Framework (Albrecht, 2016) 
 
– Effects of an organophosphate pesticide (chlorpyrifos) on Sprague-Dawley rat body weight in correlation to high fat diet 
and forced exercise (Dyer, 2011) 
 
– The impact of simulated acid rain on terrestrial and soil dwelling invertebrates (Fish, 2015) 
 

Social Science Focused 
– Assessing the effect of Leave No Trace outdoor education on formation of environmental behavior and attitudes (Haines, 
2002) 
 
– Benefit-Cost Analysis of Lowering Indoor Air Toxicity in a Home (Jones, 1995) 
 
– Changing Allegheny Students’ Perspectives About Healthy, Environmentally-Friendly Diets (Gongaware, 2014) 
 
– Evaluating Nicaraguan American Perception of Global Climate Change: Implications for Latino American Involvement in 
USA Climate Change Movement (Nelson, 2014) 
 
– Federalism, Regulation, and Revenue Mechanisms: An Analysis of Pennsylvania's Approach to Natural Gas Extraction 
(DiFrancesco, 2015) 
 

Stakeholder Focused 
– Allegheny College Biodiesel Initiative: The Feasibility of Campus Biodiesel Production and Use (Abbott, 2006) 
 
– Analysis of Materials and Energy of an Allegheny College Academic Building and Suggested Alternatives (Stumpf, 2002) 
 
– Constructing a Forest Management Plan for the Robertson Forest (Britt, 2014) 
 
– GIS in Support of Environmental Sustainability and Economic Development at Mt. Hope Golf Course (Flannery, 2016) 
 
– Recommendations for the Update of the Crawford County Stormwater Model Ordinance (Formica, 2016) 
 
– Shoreline Changes Associated with Off-Shore Breakwaters: Presque Isle, PA (Rodi, 2013) 

 

https://dspace.allegheny.edu/

