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How do I know that the Earth is Round? 
Are we related to fish? 

Should I avoid GMOs? 
Are vaccines safe? 

 
Answer these questions and more in Contemporary Issues in Science. SCEN101 will give you the tools 
needed to evaluate scientific claims that impact your everyday life. 

Course description: Science for citizens. Interdisciplinary survey of contemporary issues in the science 
of our universe (cosmos), Earth, and humanity, including: the big bang, evolution, genetics, vaccines, and 
drugs. Future outlook on humanity, including: artificial intelligence, cryptography, and cybersecurity. 
Critically analyze science presented in the news, on TV, and on social media. Ethical implications of 
research.  

  



Grading: Grading will be based on the following criteria. Please see more details for each section below. 
 Total Points Percent 
Online Homework 150  15% 
Class Participation 150  15% 
Packback Discussion Board 250 25% 
Exams (2) 200 20% 
Final project 250 25% 
TOTAL 1000 100% 

 
Grades will be assigned as follows: A: ≥ 90%; B: 80 - 89%; C: 70 - 79%; D: 60 - 69%; F: <60%. These grade 
cut-offs may be lowered, but they will not be raised. 
 
Learning outcomes: By the end of the course, you should be able to: 
 

1. Identify well established facts and theories in science  
2. Outline the steps in the scientific method  
3. Interpret observations, statistical data, estimates, results summarized in graphs and tables, and 

conclusions in popular science (empirical and quantitative skills) 
4. Analyze a source’s use of statistics to evaluate its reliability (empirical and quantitative skills) 
5. Evaluate the quality of a scientific claim (critical thinking) 
6. Compare how science is presented in the media to original scientific sources in order to 

determine if the science presented is accurately discussed (critical thinking) 
7. Classify science, including that presented in newspapers, on websites, in popular science books, 

etc. as either science or non-science (critical thinking) 
8. Assess scientific findings that impact your current life and future, to make well informed 

decisions on a personal level (critical thinking) 
9. Communicate science by citing data that supports conclusions with scientifically and statistically 

accurate information (communication) 
10. Build teamwork skills by communicating with a group of your peers a recent scientific finding 

through a video presentation to a general audience (teamwork and communication) 
 
Required Texts: Course reader (includes compilation of both popular and science writing) & Science 
Matters by Hazen and Trefil 

  



Schedule Fall 2020 
 

Module 1: Science as a Valid Way of Understanding the Natural World 

Aug 24 Case Study: Flat earthers  

Aug 26 How can you resist strategic misinformation?  

Aug 28 Nature of Science: Part 1 

Aug 31 Nature of Science: Part 2 

Sept 1 Why is a basic understanding of statistics important? Part 1  

Sept 4 Why is a basic understanding of statistics important? Part 2 

Module 2: The Age and Size of the Universe 

Sept 7 Our Cosmic Neighborhood  

Sept 9 How do we measure the size of the Universe?  

Sept 11 The Big Bang  

Sept 14 Are we alone?  

Sept 16 Discussion  

Module 3: Size, Shape, and Age of the Earth 

Sept 18 The size and shape of the Earth  

Sept 21 Radiometric Dating  

Sept 23 Timeline of all things on Earth  

Sept 25 Composition of Fossils  

Sept 28 Discussion  

Sept 30 Elements of a good video  

Oct 2 EXAM I 

Module 4: Evolution 

Oct 5 Evolution and Natural Selection  

Oct 7 Evidence of Evolution in Living Organisms  

Oct 9 Evidence of Evolution in the Fossil Record  

Oct 12 Evidence of Human Evolution  

Oct 14 DNA Structure and  Function  

Oct 16 DNA and Evolution  

Oct 19 Discussion  

Module 5: Managing the Human Microbiome and Human-Well Being 



Oct 21 Information Flow at the Molecular Level  

Oct 23 Bacteria  

Oct 26 Drug Discovery, Antibiotics, and Antibiotic Resistance  

Oct 28 Viruses  

Oct 30 Emerging Diseases and Current COVID Pandemic  

Nov 2 How Do Vaccines Work? Part I  

Nov 4 How Do Vaccines Work? Part II  

Nov 6 Discussion: Anti-vaccination Movement and Ethical Concerns  

Nov 9 Cancer Part I  

Nov 11 Cancer Part II  

Nov 13 Stem Cells  

Module 6: 21st Century Biotechnology 

Nov 16 Genetically Modified Organisms  

Nov 18 CRiSPR and other genetic modification technologies  

Nov 20 Discussion of GMOs effect on agriculture, medicine, and society  

Nov 23 EXAM II 

Nov 25 Reading Day 

Nov 27 Thanksgiving Holiday 

Nov 30 Forensics  

Dec 2 Video Viewing and Discussion  
 

 
 
  



Online Homework: 

Online homework (150 points, 15%) is intended to help familiarize you with the background knowledge 
required to understand certain lectures and class discussions as well as assess empirical and quantitative 
skills learned throughout the course. Reading from Science Matters as well as other sources (course 
reader, journal articles, review articles, textbook excerpts) will be assigned weekly. Homework 
assignments will be presented in brief (5-15 questions), mostly multiple-choice format, and will be based 
on comprehension of the assigned reading. Homework will be due 30 minutes before the beginning of 
each class session. Late homework will get an automatic 50% deduction. Please see “Attendance and 
Make-up Policy” for information on University Approved Excused absences.  

Class participation: 

Participation (150 points, 15%) will be monitored by “short quizzes,” which will be administered during 
class periods only, using the Learning Catalytics (LC) system in conjunction with a cell phone, smart 
phone, laptop, or ipod Touch. These quizzes are designed to enhance your engagement with the course 
material and will be graded as participation ONLY (you will receive full credit regardless of your 
answer).  While there are no make-up opportunities for missed LC activities, missed exercises will be 
excused (not counted in your final grade) with university approved absences (please see attendance 
and makeup policy below).	To register for LC, visit:	
https://www.pearson.com/us/higher-education/products-servicesteaching/learning-engagement-
tools/learning-catalytics.html  
or follow the instructions posted on eCampus under Course Content. We strongly suggest that you 
purchase a 12-month subscription, as LC will be used in both SCEN101 and SCEN102. 

Bonus points: 

Bonus point opportunities will be provided each class. If you answer the bonus point questions correctly, 
you will receive extra credit towards your Participation score. A maximum of 50 bonus points will be 
given over the course of the semester. The LC bonus points will be entered/updated in eCampus prior 
to mid-term grades and prior to the final exam. 

Packback Discussion Board: 

Packback Questions is an online curiosity community where you can be fearlessly curious and ask BIG 
questions about how what we’re studying relates to life and the real world. 

Writing amazing questions and answers on Packback will: 

● Help you develop communication skills through writing, which is necessary for any career path 
● Reinforce the imperative skill of justifying thoughts and claims with credible evidence - and then 

citing the evidence!  
● Enhance critical thinking sought out by employers 
● Deepen your understanding of the course content  



Our goal for using Packback is to foster discussion about concepts presented in class. The Packback 
discussion board serves as a starting point on discussion days designated in the course schedule. Each 
week, specific paper(s) will be provided to help inspire the discussion.   

Your participation on Packback will count towards 25% (250 points) of your final grade. In order to 
receive your points per week, you 1) must post 1 Question and 2 Answers per week and 2) must 
maintain an average curiosity score of 50/100. There will be a Sunday 11:59 PM deadline for 
submissions in your community each week. While there is no official deadline to post questions, we 
expect that questions will be posted by Wednesday each week. There are NO make-up opportunities for 
missed Packback activities. 

Before you start posting, be sure to read the Community Guidelines found in the tutorial on Packback. 
If your post doesn’t follow the Packback Community Guidelines, there is a chance it will be removed and 
you won’t receive points for that post. More information on Packback will be provided the first week of 
class. Note: it takes 24 hours for the Packback team to moderate a post and send a coaching email. If by 
any reason your post is moderated because it does NOT meet the Community Guidelines, you will need 
to edit and re-publish your post to receive credit for the week. This is why it is important that you 
complete your Packback questions and responses far before the deadline in case your post is moderated. 
 
Exams: 
 
Progress towards learning outcomes pertaining to empirical and quantitative skills, as well as critical 
thinking, will be assessed by two 50-minute multiple choice exams administered during class periods. 
Each exam will count 10% (100 points) towards the final grade. A portion of each exam will test the 
acquisition of fundamental knowledge from the course. The primary portion of each exam will consist of 
questions based on reading short passages.  These are intended to measure your ability to interpret the 
information presented in the readings and evaluate any conclusions made. Please see “Attendance and 
Make-up Policy” for information on University Approved Excused absences. 
 
Final Project: 
 
In lieu of a final exam, you will be producing a short video demonstrating the communication and critical 
thinking skills that you have learned in the course. In groups of 4-5, you will pick a contemporary science 
topic related to the course content and present this topic in the form of a short 10-15 minute video. In 
the video, you should answer the following questions: 

1. What is the new discovery? Why is it important? 
2. Provide any background information (definitions) needed to understand the science. 
3. What data (evidence) was collected and how does it support conclusions? 
4. What impact do the conclusions have on our everyday lives? 

Your presentations should be supported by multiple reliable sources, published in both popular science 
and scientific articles, from 2015 to present. While all videos will be uploaded to a private course 
YouTube channel, up to 20 of the highest scoring videos will be made visible to the public. As such, your 
videos should be aimed at a general audience. You will be assessed on the following criteria: 

1. Content 
2. Organization 



3. Style/Quality of the video 
4. Delivery 
5. Teamwork 

The final project is worth 25% (250 points) of your final grade and is due on eCampus November 18, at 
midnight. A rubric and more detailed instructions about the project can be found on eCampus. 
Late project assignments will receive a 10% reduction the first 24 hours late. Each subsequent 24 hours 
will result in a 5% grade reduction. Assignments turned in more than 7 days late will receive a zero. 
Weekends count towards the late penalty. Please see “Attendance and Make-up Policy” for 
information on University Approved Excused absences. 
 
Attendance and Make-up Policy: 
 
Attendance is required and will be monitored by participation using LC (see above). If you are going to 
miss a class, exam, or final presentation with a University excused absence, contact SCEN100@gmail.edu 
in order to arrange the makeup of missed work. Documentation will be required in most instances for 
University excused absences. See http://student-rules.tamu.edu/rule07 to verify that your absence is 
excusable. If prior contact is impossible, the student must provide notification by the end of the second 
working day after the absence. Any misinformation included on the form or an inability to verify the 
information will lead to sanctions under the Aggie Code of Honor. 
 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) Policy Statement: 
 
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute that provides 
comprehensive civil rights protection for persons with disabilities. Among other things, this legislation 
requires that all students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for 
reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. If you believe you have a disability requiring an 
accommodation, please contact Disability Services, currently located in the Disability Services building 
at the Student Services at White Creek complex on west campus or call 979-845-1637. For additional 
information, visit http://disability.tamu.edu. 

Academic Integrity Statements: 

“An Aggie does not lie, cheat, or steal or tolerate those who do.” 

Upon accepting admission to Texas A&M University, you immediately assume a commitment to uphold 
the Honor Code, to accept responsibility for learning, and to follow the philosophy and rules of the Honor 
System. You will be required to state your commitment on examinations, research papers, and other 
academic work. Ignorance of the rules does not exclude any member of the TAMU community from the 
requirements or the processes of the Honor System. 

For additional information please visit: http://aggiehonor.tamu.edu  

Plagiarism or cheating of any kind will not be tolerated. 

Pledge: 

On all course work, assignments, or examinations at Texas A&M University, the following Honor Pledge 



shall be pre-printed and signed by the student: “On my honor, as an Aggie, I have neither given nor 
received unauthorized aid on this academic work." 

Title IX and Statement on Limits to Confidentiality: 

Texas A&M University and the College of Science are committed to fostering a learning environment 
that is safe and productive for all. University policies and federal and state laws provide guidance for 
achieving such an environment. Although class materials are generally considered confidential pursuant 
to student record policies and laws, University employees — including instructors — cannot maintain 
confidentiality when it conflicts with their responsibility to report certain issues that jeopardize the 
health and safety of our community. As the instructor, I must report (per Texas A&M System Regulation 
08.01.01) the following information to other University offices if you share it with me, even if you do not 
want the disclosed information to be shared: 

• Allegations of sexual assault, sexual discrimination, or sexual harassment when they involve TAMU 
students, faculty, or staff, or third parties visiting campus.  

These reports may trigger contact from a campus official who will want to talk with you about the 
incident that you have shared. In many cases, it will be your decision whether or not you wish to speak 
with that individual. If you would like to talk about these events in a more confidential setting, you are 
encouraged to make an appointment with the Student Counseling Service (https://scs.tamu.edu/). 

Students and faculty can report non-emergency behavior that causes them to be concerned 
at http://tellsomebody.tamu.edu. 

  

 


