
Writing 372 – Science Writing 
Course Syllabus – Fall 2016 
 

AJM 233, T/R 10:50-12:05        e-presence: d2l 

 

Dr. Doug Downs  /  doug.downs@montana.edu 

Office: Wilson 2-272  /  994-5193   Office Hours:  MW noon-12:50 & by appointment 

 

 

Course Description and Learning Objectives 
Science writing is writing which reports specialized science to non-specialized readers. It may appear in 

forms of science journalism such as briefs and features in magazines like New Scientist or Discover, or as 

longer format popular nonfiction books such as This Is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human 

Obsession (Levitin, 2007) or Packing for Mars: The Curious Science of Life in the Void (Roach, 2011). It 

shows up on science news websites like sciencedaily.com and on leading-edge blogs like you’d find on 

scienceblogs.com. It’s on television shows like Neil DeGrasse Tyson’s new Cosmos, in TED Talks, and even 

in comics like Randall Munroe’s xkcd-based What If series. What all forms of science writing have in 

common is a sort of translation; they strive to make the science they translate relevant and interesting to non-

specialists; and try to avoid the reductivity, loss of nuance, and oversimplification that dominates so much 

reporting of science to the public. WRIT 372 teaches the activity of science writing and science public 

advocacy—its processes, genres, and applications. At the same time, our course investigates science itself as 

a way of knowing, through the lens of a subfield of rhetorical theory known as rhetoric of science. In order to 

think well about how to transform specialized scientific knowledge to public discourse, we’ll compare 

science-based ways of knowing to everyday discourse, exploring concepts of objectivity and subjectivity, 

rationalism and passion, and assertions of expertise and method on the part of various sciences. Our study will 

demonstrate some common roots of scientific and lay discourses. 

 

In WRIT 372, then, our learning goals for you are these: 

 Gain familiarity with a variety of genres of science writing by reading and practicing a range of them.  

 Analyze and critique the nature of scientific knowledge and its rhetorical foundations. 

 Learn strategies for researching, especially interviewing and interpreting published research.  

 Practice elements of storytelling that render science in narrative terms (plot, character, conflict, etc.)   

 Practice technical writing strategies (definition, description, analysis, and procedure) to create high-

interest writing.  

 Explore multimodal means of presenting scientific research visually. 

 Study ethical considerations in science reportage, including fair representation of original research; 

problems of accuracy, completeness, framing, entertainment, and hyping; and improving science 

advocacy in a culture frequently hostile to scientific inquiry, findings, and knowledge. 

 Gain familiarity with the science writing industry and publication processes. 

 

 

Course Texts 

 Elise Hancock, Ideas Into Words: Mastering the Craft of Science Writing – ISBN 0801873304 

 Richard Dawkins, The Oxford Book of Modern Science Writing – ISBN 0199216819 

 Deborah Blum et al, A Field Guide for Science Writers, 2e – ISBN 0195174991 

 Rebecca Skloot, The Best American Science and Nature Writing 2015 – ISBN 0544286740 

 PDFs available on D2L 

  

mailto:doug.downs@montana.edu
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Coursework 
 Engagement in readings, reading discussion, and daily class work 

 Studios and workshopping  

 Weekly reading response blog 

 Science news brief 

 Profile 

 Analysis of science accommodation  

 Feature (science writing or rhetoric-of-science analysis) 

 Final portfolio (including reflective assignments)—see assignment sheet 

 

 

  5%, credit grade 

15%, credit grade 

20%, credit grade 

  5% drafting credit 

  5% drafting credit 

  5% drafting credit 

  5% drafting credit 

40%, letter grade 

100% 

Evaluation and Grading 
Credit Grades are full credit, no/partial credit, and extra credit. Credit grades are given for work which is, 

simply, either done well to a reasonable standard, or not. Extra credit acknowledges work which rises well 

above the typical standard the majority of the class achieves. 

 

Letter Grades are reserved for final writing in the course portfolio. I’ll judge writing quality by these traits: 

 Match to intended genre and/or assignment guidelines 

 Audience awareness and appropriateness of document for them 

 Clarity of argument and strength of support for it 

 Source use appropriate to genre/assignment and writer’s needs 

 Careful crafting of writing and document design 

 Editing and proofreading 

 

A writing shows little or no weakness in any of these traits. 

B writing shows some weakness in some traits. 

C writing shows some weakness in most traits, or great weakness in some. 

D writing shows some weakness in all traits, or great weakness in most. 

F writing shows great weakness in all traits. 

 

Writing letter grade / percentage conversion 

 A+  100 B+   88  C+   78  D+   68  F   50-0 

 A     95  B     85  C     75  D     65 

 A-    92  B-    82  C-    72  D-    62 

 

Portfolio Grading 

There are four components to the final portfolio grade, which I derive holistically: 

 Completeness, according to assignment guidelines (see syllabus p. 8-9)  

 Writing Quality, as noted under “Letter Grades” above 

 Revision Process, demonstrated by change-tracking of documents (see syllabus p. 8-9) 

 Argument for Learning, demonstrated by reflective statements and their consistency with work in the 

portfolio (see syllabus p. 9) 

 

 

Course Policies 
 Your work in this class is always public. Don’t submit writing you can’t let us all read. 

 Out-of-class work will be submitted as a Word doc via e-mail attachment to 

doug.downs@montana.edu. Filenames must include your name and a short assignment title 

(e.g., haley.feature.docx).  

 “Revision” is substantive development of a piece, not fine-tuning wording. (Which is editing.) 

Revision on electronically submitted drafts must be shown via change-tracking features in your 

word-processing software. 

mailto:doug.downs@montana.edu
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 Collaboration is highly encouraged—real writers write with readers. 

 Writing that was or will be submitted for other assignments in other courses will not usually be 

accepted here too. You may work on the same problems, but not double-dip the writing itself. 

 If your work becomes lost or missing, you must provide another copy no matter whose fault it is. 

 I decide whether to accept late work case-by-case. Do not assume yes or no; check with me. (When 

other students will be disadvantaged by you having extra time, late work is grade-penalized.) 

 Attendance is required. Missed workshops or presentations count against engagement; excessive 

tardiness or partial attendance count as absences. More than 4 absences limits your course grade to 

a maximum of C.  
 You’re welcome to chat with me about class business at downsdoug@gmail.com. You can find me 

on Facebook, but I don’t do class business there because of privacy and archival issues. 

 Plagiarism: You are always responsible for acknowledging source material in your writing. 

Cheating—whether by claiming others’ work as your own (fraud) or by fabricating material—will 

result in a course grade of F and a report to the Dean of Students.  

 ADA: If because of a documented physical or psychological disability you are unable to meet the 

requirements outlined in this syllabus or assignment sheets,  you must tell me immediately. Disabled 

Student Services (x2824, 155 SUB) will assist you in documenting your disability and coordinating 

any resulting accommodations.  

 I reserve final discretion in adjusting grades to account for unanticipated circumstances. 
 I may use copies of your work, anonymously, for samples in future classes or for research. 

 Your continued enrollment in this course constitutes your acceptance of this syllabus and its 

policies.  

mailto:downsdoug@gmail.com
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Tentative Semester Schedule – you are responsible to be aware of changes announced in class or on D2L. 

Guide to books: H = Hancock   Ox = Oxford Book of Modern Science Writing     B = Best American 

Science Writing      FG = Field Guide for Science Writers      D2L pdf by named author available on D2L 

 

Date Subjects of the Day Readings Due Assignments Due 

1    

Aug. 30 Course intro   

Sept. 1 Getting in the groove Ox 383-90 (Levi), Lightman (d2l),  

Sapolsky (d2l), B 43-54 (Boyle) 

Blog (Intro) – by end of 

Fridayu 

 

2 

   

Sept. 6 Finding stories Fisher (d2l); H chs 1, 2; Ox 219-25 

(Thomas); Ox 110-13 (Diamond) 

Blog 

Sept. 8 Science as story FG chs 1, 2, 3; Mooallem (d2l); B 

intro (Skloot) 

 

    

3    

Sept. 13 Objective / subjective 

Genre study: news briefs 

Polanyi (d2l); Graves (d2l); 

Mukherjee (d2l) 

Blog 

Sept. 15 And again with the stories Quammen (d2l); B 273-81 (Todd), 

100-123 (Jamison) 

 

    

4    

Sept. 20 WORKSHOP (SNB)  SNB draft 

Sept. 22 What science values 

Additional workshopping 

FG ch 4, Ox 239-43 (Sagan), 349-51 

(Chandrasekhar), 232-33 (Wolpert) 

Blog 

   Teacher draft of SNB 
due end of Sat. Sept. 24 

5    

Sept. 27 Genre study: profiles Ox 190-95 (Leaky), B 154-62 

(Kintisch), 207-11 (Overbye) 

Blog 

Sept. 29 NO CLASS (prof travel) 

Interviewing and people 

H ch 3; FG ch 37; B 244-60 (Specter)  

    

6    

Oct. 4 More values Keller (d2l), Behar (d2l), Earle (d2l) Blog 

Oct. 6 Producing writing H ch 4; FG ch 20   

    

7    

Oct. 11 WORKSHOP (Profile)  Profile draft 

Oct. 13 Crafting writing, additional FG chs 5, 6   

 workshopping   Profile due end of Sat. 

Oct. 15  

8    

Oct. 18 Epistemology I 

Science accommodation 

Weinberg (d2l), Deutsch (d2l), 

Fahnestock (d2l) 

Blog 

Oct. 20 NO CLASS (prof travel) 

 

 Feature Proposal due 

    

9    

Oct. 25 Epistemology II Freedman (d2l), Gladwell (d2l), 

Gross (d2l), Lakoff & Johnson (d2l)  

Blog 

Oct. 27 Choosing truths Quinn (d2l)  
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10    

Nov. 1 Perspective Ox 4-11 (Rees), 53-59 (Haldane), 11-

16 (Atkins), B 297-307 (Yeoman) 

Blog 

Nov. 3 WORKSHOP (Analysis) 

(prof travel) 

 Analysis draft 

    

11    

Nov. 8 NO CLASS: Election Day   

Nov. 10 Finalizing analysis, science 

and justice 

B 72-90 (Hamilton) Analysis DUE end of 

Thurs. 

    

12    

Nov. 15 Story-writing FG chs 19, 21; B 212-24 (Power), 9-

32 (Bilger), 124-33 (Jarvis) 
 

Nov. 17 Getting writing done H ch 5 Blog 

    

13    

Nov. 22 Developing 

WORKSHOP I (Feature) 

H ch 7; FG ch 22;  Feature draft 

Nov. 24 NO CLASS (Thanksgiving) 

 

  

    

14    

Nov. 29 WORKSHOP II (Feature) H ch 6  

   Feature DUE end of 

Weds Nov. 30 

Dec. 1 Introduce portfolio   

    

15    

Dec. 6 WORKSHOP (Portfolios)   

Dec. 8 WORKSHOP (Portfolios) 

Course wrap 

  

    

Final Portfolio DUE 5 p.m. Friday, Dec. 9  

    

    

 

 

Assignment Guides 
 

Reading Response Blog 
Write 400-500 word blog posts on each reading assignment (these posts will be weekly, with a few gaps) and 

respond to at least two other posts in your reading group each week. (We’ll select reading groups by the 

beginning of the second week of class.) As I believe you’ll have experienced in other courses, the purpose of 

the blogging is to extend class discussion and give us all more voice and thinking on these readings than we 

could get in class meetings week by week. I’ll grade these for credit: Full credit for interesting posts that meet 

the assigned length and making your engagement with and thinking about the text clear, partial credit for 

posts that come in short and/or superficial, and extra credit for posts that offer exceptional responses and/or 

make excellent use of the blog modality (as through inclusion of images, thoughtful linking, and reference to 

other blogs). Responses need to be substantive for full credit – adding to the original post’s discussion rather 

than simply finding the post agreeable or disagreeable.  
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Science News Brief (SNB) 
Summarize and report recent findings on a particular scientific problem in a form appropriate for a news-

magazine style article of 500 words. 

 

Our first foray into science journalism will be as short, uncomplicated, and direct as can be: an informational 

item about advances in a particular field or on a specific problem. Your SNB may be based on a single 

significant article, or on several that together lead to a story. Your primary sources will be either published 

studies, interviews with the scientists conducting those studies, or blogs (or other writing) published by those 

scientists. Secondary sources will be existing news stories, feature articles, or wikipedia entries on the story in 

question. You may use these to develop background on your subject, but the center of your brief must be 

material developed from at least one primary source of one kind or another.  

 

Break your research and writing process into a number of phases: 

 Where will you look for a story? (What fields, what kinds of sources?) (This is invention.) 

 What is the story? (Remember, a story is not an issue or a problem; a story is what’s happening on 

those.) (This is research.) 

 What do/does your source/s say about the story? How are they the story on this problem or issue? 

(This is summarization and mastering your source/s.) 

 What order does your story about this story need to be told in? (This is arrangement and flow.) 

 What material will you need to incorporate in your story (quotations, images, descriptions, 

definitions, explanations)?  (This is, again, invention, and selection.) 

 How will you draft, rewrite, and craft your story to 1) match genre conventions for news briefs, 2) 

inform and entertain, and 3) meet the length spec? 

 

What Makes it Good 

Accuracy. Foremost, science news writing must get the facts right.  It must not overstate findings; it must not 

oversimplify complicated research. It must not arrive at an “answer” or conclusion not supported by the 

studies it’s reporting.  

Length. You have 500 words, not 600.  

Clarity. Can you avoid that “Whaaaaa?” reaction from readers by finding ways to explain difficult concepts 

and make the subject of the story sufficiently understandable? 

Interestingness. Dull stories are the fault of the writer, not the subject. While being informative, is your piece 

engaging and entertaining?  

Style and genre. Your news brief needs to read like news, not a novel, personal essay, or standup comedy.  

Readability and visualization. Readers use your text for a particular set of purposes—does it help them 

achieve their purposes? And does it use visual elements well in helping create that readability? 

 

 

Profile 
Interview a working scientist on their research and write a 1200-word story in a form appropriate for 

publication on a science news website. 

 

Like other journalism, science writing is usually based more on interviews than on published texts. The 

interview is the staple of a science-writer’s research toolkit.  

 

Furthermore, most science writing concerns itself most centrally with people, not simply with “science.” This 

is in part because science-writing is largely story-based, and stories, in the human psyche, are always about 

people. Science writing, then, is frequently driven by personalities, and sometimes those personalities become 

the main focus of a piece—as in a profile. 
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For this project, you will identify a subject for your profile—a natural or social scientist (or related 

professionals such as engineers or mathematicians or psychiatrists or historians) doing work you find 

interesting. (Which means you might locate your scientist on the basis of your story interest, or you might 

locate your story interest on the basis of which scientist you wish to speak to.)  You’ll schedule and conduct 

an interview with them, which will give you central material for your article. Both before and likely after the 

interview, you’ll identify background reading that helps you understand what this person is working on and 

relates it to other science.  You’ll bring all this material together, along with whatever visuals are of use, and 

mix them in with what you’re learning in class about what drives good profiles. (In other words, we’ll build 

“What makes it good” in class.)  

 

Analysis of Science Accommodation (ASA) 

Find two mass media reports or discussions of a scientific finding, and then trace them back to the original 

report on which they were based, in order to write a 1500-word analysis of the differences between the 

scientific and journalistic discourses. 

 

We are centrally interested, as science writers, in how scientific knowledge gets made, and how it gets 

translated to non-expert audiences—the technical name for which is accommodation (see Fahnestock). The 

ASA is a chance to look closely at how science writers shape written science. 

 

Begin by selecting a science news story that’s of interest to you (e.g., a report on a newly released study) 

which has been reported in two different modalities (e.g., a blog posting, a TV news story, a newspaper story, 

a magazine story, a twitter-stream.) Next, collect the original scientific writing on which the news account is 

based. You should finish this gathering stage with at least three texts: the original science report and two 

popular/news accommodations of it in different modalities. 

 

Analyze each of the three texts by considering questions like these: 

 What is the rhetorical situation—exigence, rhetors, audiences, context, constraints—for each text? 

 What are the genres of each text (e.g., is one a peer-reviewed research article and another a 2-minute 

TV news report)? Is there a genre shift between the original presentation of the scientist’s work and 

its popularization? Why was one genre not appropriate or useful in the other rhetorical situations? 

 How subtly or obviously are claims stated in each (and how accurately)? How do the scientists state 

the significance of their claims? How does this compare to how news media (or other science 

writers’) accounts state the significance of the scientific claims? 

 How are non-specialists accommodated in the mass media piece—through language change, tone 

change, more overt statement of significance, the use of more sweeping claims (i.e., “the only kind” 

or “the first kind”), placement of information in the paragraph or sentence, removal of qualifiers or 

hedges (i.e., taking out “appears” or “suggests”), changes in phrasing that are more removed from the 

observed results of the study by leaping to results? Why are these changes made? Does the meaning 

change when these rhetorical changes are made? 

 What sources are used in the original science report and in the media accommodation of it? Does the 

accommodation go beyond the published research to include interviews for quotations from the 

scientists not found in the original article? Do these interview quotations include observations and 

conclusions not found in the original published article? Why are these changes made? What is the 

effect of these changes? 

 Is contradictory evidence omitted in the accommodation? Why? 

 Are unsupportable or unsupported claims included in the accommodation? Why? Is there any 

indication that the scientists later tried to refute any such claims from the accommodation? 

 Consider what values the scientists’ language suggest they adhere to, and what values are suggested 

by the news media’s language. For example, do scientists value objectivity and caution more than 

news media? What do news media seem to value?  
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What Makes It Good 

Ideally, your analysis will arrive at some insight about how science writers accommodate scientific 

knowledge to non-specialist audiences, and/or about what each kind of writing says about the nature of 

knowledge. More ideally, your analysis will tell a story that is engaging and, hopefully, fascinating. 

 

 

Feature Article 

Research and write a long-form article (minimum 2000 words) on [Option 1] a current issue, story, person, 

technology, research method, or research problem in the natural or social sciences, engineering, or 

mathematics, or on [Option 2] critical analysis drawing from theory and research in rhetoric of science, on 

some aspect of scientific ways of knowing or the scientific enterprise. Target your feature to a specific 

paper or electronic publication venue, written in its style. 

 

Short of book-length works, the magazine feature article is science writing’s premier venue. (Many would 

consider it an even better venue than books.)  Some of the world’s greatest sites of science writing are 

magazine and journal based, chief among them publications like Smithsonian and Scientific American (among 

other high-dollar, gloriously produced science-for-educated-non-specialist publications). They range in length 

from 5 pages (about 1500 words) to 20 pages (6,000 words). Yours should be on the shorter end of that range, 

though you will be welcome to select a publication target which tends toward longer articles, and write a 

longer one.  

 

Features are particularly suited to complicated, rich human-interest stories, the sort that examine a complex 

issue from a range of perspectives. Features are also the height of narrative in science writing. (Books tend 

not to be singular narratives, but collections of separate narratives.) Character, conflict, and narrative strategy 

find their peak in this genre. In addition, the space allotted to feature articles allows them to be visually 

intensive, and your role as writer includes the role of art-coordinator for your piece: you’ll supply the images 

you want included in the article, and your portfolio version will show the feature in its completed design and 

layout, as if it were a print from the magazine or website that published it. (That is, you’ll submit it in layout 

rather than manuscript format.) 

 

The subject of the article is your choice.  The only restriction on the design and nature of your story is the 

obvious one: that it be textually and graphically appropriate to both your subject matter and the venue in 

which you design the piece to be published.  You are strongly encouraged to write a piece of sufficient quality 

that, with additional development after the class is over, you could reasonably submit it to your target 

periodical for publication.   

 

What Makes it Good 

A well told story. The primary purpose of a feature article is to inform while (or even by) entertaining, and the 

central means to this end is good storytelling. Even critical analyses should create the feel of a solid narrative 

experience. 

Visual storytelling. Science is a visual pursuit, and your article should take full advantage of not only the 

alphabetic but the image-based channel.  

Strong, creative research. How did you find out what you know, and how well researched is your story? 

Accurate and clear writing. Obviously, your story needs to get it right in accurately interpreting science 

reports, study results, and interviews, and you need to be able to write about those materials in ways that 

avoid confusing readers. 

Readability and design. Because you’re not just developing manuscript but also creating a layout for your 

feature, you’re responsible for creating a readable and usable design. 
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Course Portfolio 

The portfolio in 372 collects a portion of your work for “finishing”—revision and polishing in preparation 

for grading.  
 

The writing you include in the portfolio will be the only writing which actually receives a grade (rather than 

just completion credit) in the course. Beyond grading, though, the portfolio is itself one last learning 

experience in the course, in these ways: 

 What you learn in finding ways to improve your existing work, what you learn about revision and 

about your pieces themselves. 

 What you learn from having to explain your work to a critical reader (me, your teacher)—what can 

you say about your writing that right now you aren’t really aware of to say? 

 What you learn by explaining and defending your learning itself: the argument you make about how 

you’ve achieved the course goals and how your writing demonstrates this. 

In short, when you start into a portfolio, there’s a lot still to learn! 

 

Parts 

 Your portfolio should include two of your first three major assignments (SNB, Profile, ASA) plus 

your Feature, making for a total of three pieces of writing from among what you’ve already drafted 

this semester. 

 Each of three pieces should include its own learning statement (see below for instructions) and 

changes tracked from the feedback draft 

 In addition to the three pieces, you’ll write a reflective preface to the portfolio which makes an 

argument for your learning in the course, using your writing in the portfolio as evidence (see below 

for instructions). 

 

Submission 

 Submit your pieces as individual change-tracked Word (compatible) documents attached to an e-mail. 

Learning Statements should be built into the documents they reference (as a separate first page or 

appended at the end).  

 Changes do not need to be tracked on Learning Statements or the Reflective Preface. 

 Use filenames that include your first name, the piece type, and indicate the order in which you’d like 

me to read pieces; understand that I will typically begin with the Reflective Preface.  Sample 

filenames: John.1.Preface.docx, Megan.3.Feature.docx. 

 

Reflective Preface 

The reflective preface explains how, overall, your work in the portfolio relates to your learning in the course. 

Its overall guiding question is, what do you know now that you didn’t before, and how does the portfolio 

demonstrate that?  Use the learning-goals list on page 1 of the syllabus as a guide here.  

 

Use the preface to tell the story of your portfolio and the course. You might talk about origins, how the 

portfolio came to be, about your favorite piece in it, about what you’d do with it if you had more time. You 

might talk about your overall experience in the course, how that’s reflected in the writing in the portfolio, and 

how it’s not—the learning that doesn’t show in the writing. You might talk about change, in your thinking 

and writing (possibly pointing to the differences between earlier drafts and final ones). You might talk about 

expectations and surprises. And you would probably want to talk about yourself as a writer. 

 

Single-space the preface, and make it a minimum of 500 words.  

 

Learning Statements 

The three pieces of polished writing in the portfolio should have statements of 2-3 solid paragraphs that tell 

the piece’s story, including a brief explanation of what you learned in doing that particular project and a brief 

overview of what changes you made in revising the piece for the portfolio, and why.  
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You may at first have difficulty seeing what makes the Learning Statements different than or separate from 

the Preface. My suggestion is that the Learning Statements should feel highly specific and very focused on a 

given project, while the Preface should focus more globally on the whole of your learning in the class. The 

Preface should talk in detail about each of our course learning goals from p. 1 of the syllabus; but any given 

project might have worked only on two or three of those learning goals. So while your Preface describes the 

overall picture of your learning, your Learning Statements should look instead from just the perspective of the 

project in question: what did you learn when you did that piece, and how did you learning shape that piece 

and its revision? Your Preface can then grab material from the Learning Statements to fit those pieces of 

learning into the whole of your learning in the course.  


