Dr. Megan K. Halpern
mhalpern@msu.edu
@dr_halpern
E193 Holmes Hall
Office Hours:
Tuesdays 10:00 - 12:00
or by appointment

LB 321 001

Science and the Public: Science Communication
Monday/Wednesday 12:40 - 2:30
140 Akers Hall
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ABOUT THIS COURSE
Course Description
This course is broadly about the complex relationship between science and society. We will look at that
relationship through the lens of science communication. At the same time, we will experiment with our own
efforts to communicate science. I hope you will discover two things: first, that communication (and
specifically science communication) can be a fascinating, complicated, multifaceted set of concepts,
questions, and problems that aren’t external to the practice of science; and second, that learning to
communicate about your own scientific practice is a worthwhile challenge.

Course Goals and Objectives
There are two broad goals for this course:

will use the combination of discussions about science communication and practical skill
• Students
building to develop their own approach to communicating science to broad audiences. They will explore
a variety of forms of communication including:

•
•
•
•

science journalism
social media
public engagement initiatives
informal science learning projects

will use what they have learned about the history and theory of science communication to think
• Students
critically about science communication in the world. Some of the concepts involved in this critical
thinking will include:

•
•

relationships between and among experts and publics

•
•

power structures in science and government

transformations in thinking about science communication over the last 100 years, specifically, the
three models of science communication
representations of scientists in the world
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ASSIGNMENTS
Over the course of the semester, you will engage with the material through weekly discussion posts,
leading discussions, formal projects, and reflection. You will also mentor a group of first-year students
seeking advice on designing science exhibits for Abrams Planetarium. All of these exercises and projects
are designed to give you wide variety of experiences in with science communication.

Reading Responses
Most weeks, you will begin the week’s topic by completing the reading assignments and posting short
responses. These ungraded responses are an opportunity for you to organize your thinking about the
readings. Sometimes a list of questions will be provided, and other times, you will have an open thread.
Please see the resources on reading and thinking about an article to help you think through your
responses. Generally, you will post your response before class on Monday and comment on at least two
posts before class on Wednesday. There will be 12 discussion threads over the course of the semester.
For full credit, you will need to post and respond to 10 posts, including the final post in week 15, which is
mandatory for all students.

Leading Discussions
Small groups will lead discussions on many of the articles we read in class. Groups will be selected based
on students’ topic preferences, and each student will co-lead discussion 3 times. Groups should come to
class prepared to present on the article, drawing on examples from the text and on their own examples;
provide discussion questions; and lead a 15-20 minute discussion on their article. A more formal rubric will
be available on D2L.

Mentoring LB 133 Students
This semester, Dr. Montgomery’s LB 133 students will be designing potential exhibits for Abrams
Planetarium. Because we will be spending some time reading, writing, and thinking about museum exhibits,
we will be mentoring these students and providing feedback. You will work in groups to provide thoughtful
feedback and advice to these students at two points in the semester. Additionally, the two classes will have
an opportunity to meet and chat about ideas during two lunchtime pizza parties. A full description of this
assignment will be available on D2L

Mini-project 1
You will choose from among the topics of each week to complete two mini-projects. Options for miniproject 1 include a short research paper about a topic from Part I, a newspaper or magazine article, and a
TED talk. These projects will be discussed in depth in Week 2, and will be due at the end of Week 5

Mini-project 2
Options for the second mini-project will include a research paper on one of the topics from weeks 6
through 10, a museum exhibition, an engagement initiative, and a science blog. These projects are due at
the end of week 11.
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Final Project
Final projects can be done individually or in groups. These are similar in nature to the mini-projects, but
much larger in scope. More information can be found in the full description and rubric.

Participation
Each week you’ll be expected to participate during class. We will complete short writing assignments and
group projects during most class sessions, and those will be turned in as part of your participation grade.
You will receive one point for participation each week, and that point will be determined by your thoughtful
participation in group discussions and activities, completion of in-class writing assignments, and your
respectful attention to each other and to me.
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GRADES
A s s i g nm ent

Reading
Resp ons es

Poin ts

D et ails

D ue

10

Each completed response is worth 1
point. There will be 12 opportunities to
write a response, and you can receive
points for a maximum of 10. See the
description in the “Assignments” section
of this syllabus.

Weekly

4.0 = 92 to 100
3.5 = 86 to 91

Group Dis cussion
Leaders

15

A complete description and rubric will be
distributed.

Ment or ing LB 133

5

A complete description and rubric will be
distributed.

Ongoing

Mini Project 1

15

A complete description and rubric will be
distributed.

2/9

15

A complete description and rubric will be
distributed.

25

A complete description and rubric will be
distributed.

Mini Project 2

G rad e
Sc al e

Ongoing

3.0 = 80 to 85
2.5 = 74 to 79
2.0 = 68 to 73
1.5 = 62 to 67

3/30
1.0 = 56 to 61

Final Pro ject

Participat ion

15

Total

See the description in the “Assignments”
section of this syllabus as well as the
description of Professionalism in the
“Policies” section.

4/30
0 = less than
56
Ongoing

100
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SCHEDULE
Introduction
Week 1: A History of Science Communication
This week, we will discuss recent history of science communication, focusing on science literacy, public
understanding, and public engagement with science and technology from the mid-twentieth century to the
early twenty first century.

Part I: Science Communication Past
We’ll focus on the history of science communication, and traditional models and modes. This means we
will learn about the deficit and engagement models developed in the 1950’s through the turn of the 21st
Century. Practically, we consider science journalism, popular science books, and classic science television
shows like Bill Nye.

Week 2: Popular Science Books
This week we will discuss popular science books and read short excerpts from several popular science
books and examine different sub-genres as well as the evolution of books in the sciences.

Week 3: The Public Scientist and the TED talk
We will read about public scientists and popularization. We will also consider the TED talk as a form of
popularization and view several talks.

Week 4: Science Journalism
Science journalism is often the first thing we think about when when we think about science
communication. We will examine several forms of science writing, from major newspapers to science
magazines. We will also look at the ways the field of science journalism has changed over time.

Week 5: Science Communication Past Recap and Intro to Part II
This week, we review what we’ve learned about science communication past and turn our attention to the
present
Mini project 1 is due.
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Part II: Science Communication Present
In this section, we will focus on the current science communication climate, and the ways it reveals cracks
and flaws in the traditional models. Practically, we will consider social media, science centers and other
interactive learning environments, and social media.

Week 6: Informal Science Learning
This week, we turn our attention to informal learning, primarily in science museums and science centers.
We will examine the evolution of science centers, and the ways science comm Wednesday, we will tour
Impression 5 Science Center in Lansing.

Week 7: Public Engagement Initiatives
Over the past twenty years, science policy experts have advocated engagement initiatives like consensus
conferences and citizen juries. We will examine the efficacy of these programs and brainstorm ways to
improve their design and implementation.

Week 8: Social Media and Celebrity Scientists
Scientists, institutions, and even scientific objects have embraced social media, including
blogs, Facebook, Twitter, and Youtube. We will examine some of the ways
people engage with science online, and the implications for science
communication.

Week 9: Popular Culture
We will examine the roles science and scientists play in popular culture, focusing on
popular television shows and extending the discussion about social media and
celebrity scientists.

Week 10: Fake news, science denial, and the trouble with facts.
We will consider cases in which public opinion differs from expert opinion, like vaccination, climate change,
and evolution. How do people come to mistrust experts? What approaches are effective in such
situations? What role does policy play in mitigating the dangers in situations in which communication
between experts and members of the public breaks down?

Week 11: Communication Present Recap and Intro to Part III
We revisit the models described the first section and compare them to Dr. Halpern’s proposed experience
model for science communication. We will discuss ways to implement this new model and consider how it
might change the way we think about science communication.
Mini Project 2 is due.
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Part III: Science Communication Future
In the final weeks of class, we will consider science communication and the future, looking into the ways
we imagine science in the future as well as the ways we might be communicating science in (and to) the
future.

Week 12: Science Fictions
We begin thinking about science communication in the future by
considering the ways science fiction has embraced the future. We
will look at stories, televisions shows, and films that tell us about
our future with science, and consider how these visions of the
future impact science in the present.

Week 13: Material Futures
This week, we turn our attention to the objects that help create visions of the future, and we will think about
how those objects can challenge us to think about how the decisions we make now will shape the future.

Week 14: Communication Across Millenia
Storage and disposal of nuclear waste is a challenge today, but because these materials have a
half-life of up to 250,000 years, it is also a challenge for generations to come. How do we
communicate the dangers of waste facilities far into the future? This case offers a unique
opportunity to explore communication when words, and even images, may fail us.

Conclusion
Week 15: Peer Feedback and Review
We will review and work in groups to give one another feedback on final projects.

Final
Final projects are due at the end of the scheduled final exam time.
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POLICIES
A Learning Community
Both Lyman Briggs and MSU are dedicated to promoting inclusion and encouraging diversity in all of its
forms. Students in this class are expected to treat their peers with respect, civility, and consideration, and
to participate in creating an inclusive and collaborative learning environment that embraces different
beliefs, ideas, practices, and lives.
At the end of the day, our goal should be to create a learning community, open to diverse interests and
opinions, dedicated to respect for one another other, filled with curiosity about the world, driven by
thoughtful, critical reflection on ideas and evidence.

Professionalism, Participation, and Attendance
My hope is that the culture of this class will be informal and respectful. This means we should all arrive on
time, and should be prepared to begin the day’s activities by the time class begins. I will not take
attendance in this course unless attendance becomes a problem. This means I will not need doctor’s
notes, etc. if you are absent. If I notice that you are not present, or that you’ve missed a significant number
of classes, it will impact your participation grade. If I do not notice whether you are present or not, it likely
means you are not participating fully in the course.
If you miss a class, it is up to you to find out what you’ve missed and to turn in any assignments that were
due. Responsible students seeking opportunities for make-up work should 1) contact me via email prior to
missing class, 2) seek information from the syllabus and from classmates and 3) after consulting the
syllabus and speaking with classmates, take time to see me during office hours (or make an appointment)
to ask thoughtful questions about material presented in their absence.

Technology Policy
Your decision to use laptop or tablet in the classroom can impact not only your own learning and grade,
but also the academic success of those around you. Therefore, each semester, my students discuss some
of the pertinent issues regarding technologies in the classroom. Together, as a class, we make a decision
and a policy regarding your use of personal devices, and that policy will be inserted into this syllabus.

Academic Integrity
You are responsible for knowing and understanding the policies at MSU and in Lyman Briggs College, and
for holding yourself to the standards of a university scholar. Ignorance of the rules is not an excuse for
plagiarism or other forms of academic dishonesty. If you are unsure about how to proceed, please consult
the university website on Academic Integrity (https://msu.edu/unit/ombud/academic-integrity/). If you are
still unsure, make an appointment and discuss your situation with your professor before you turn in the
assignment. An account of the academic policies and the Honor Code for Lyman Briggs College can be
found at (http://www.lymanbriggs.msu.edu/current_students/academics/AcademicPolicies.cfm).
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Accommodations for Persons with Disabilities
Michigan State University is committed to providing equal opportunity for participation in all programs,
services and activities. Requests for accommodations by persons with disabilities may be made by
contacting the Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities at 517-884-RCPD or on the web at
rcpd.msu.edu. Once your eligibility for an accommodation has been determined, you will be issued a
verified individual services accommodation (“VISA”) form. Please present this form to me at the start of the
term and/or two weeks prior to the accommodation date (test, project, etc). Requests received after this
date will be honored whenever possible.

Honors Options
Students wishing to complete an Honors Option (H Option) in this course should contact me regarding
their intentions within the first three weeks of the course. Once we have agreed on whether or not you will
endeavor to complete an H Option, you’ll need to submit a one or two paragraph proposal detailing your
plans and timeline. Details will be worked out on a case-by-case basis.

Mandatory Reporting
As a faculty member, one of my responsibilities is to help create a safe learning environment for my
students and for the campus as a whole. As a member of the university community, I have the
responsibility to report any instances of sexual harassment, sexual violence and/or other forms of
prohibited discrimination. If you would rather share information about sexual harassment, sexual violence
or discrimination to a confidential employee who does not have this reporting responsibility, you can find a
list of those individuals here: http://counseling.msu.edu/.
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