
 
SAN JOSE STATE UNIVERSITY
BIOLOGY 100W, SECTION 4

 SCIENTIFIC COMMUNICATION WORKSHOP, SPRING 2008
Tuesdays 10:30-1:00 in DH:245

Instructor:  Dr. Joshua Mackie
Office:  DH438, Tel: 408-924-4876  (internal: 4-4876), 
Email: Joshua.mackie@sjsu.edu (preferred contact method)

Office Hours: Monday 3:00-5:00, or by email 
 

Course Description and Objectives:  The purpose of the writing workshop is for you to develop 
advanced scientific communication skills to use in other science courses and in your scientific 
career.  Upon successfully completing the course, you will be skilled at communicating scientific 
information in a variety of formats to fellow scientists and to general audiences.  Effective 
communication skills are vital to success in any career.  

The main objectives are for you to: 
• develop novel topics about which you wish to communicate
• use electronic databases to perform literature searches for information about these topics
• use this information and other sources to formulate clear, logical theses and arguments about 

your topics
• gather diverse supporting evidence from primary and secondary sources for your arguments, 

correctly represent the information presented by these sources, and appropriately cite these 
sources

• effectively and convincingly express your arguments using organized, clear, and concise 
wording in a variety of formats for different target audiences

To satisfy the University’s Written Communication II requirement, you are required to write a 
minimum of 8000* words with an overall grade of C or better.  The best method for improving 
your communication skills is through extensive practice, critical feedback, and revision, and 
through reading of scholarly sources.  Thus, you will write in class and outside of class on a 
regular basis. You will also make several oral presentations and occasionally evaluate your 
classmates’ writing.  Please note that the writing involved in this course is very time-consuming, 
so you must manage your time accordingly. 

Prerequisites:  English 1A and 1B; Biology 1, 2, 3; passing score on Writing Skills Test.  

Required Textbook:  
McMillan, V. E. (2006).  Writing papers in the biological sciences (4th ed.).  Boston:  Bedford/St. 
Martin’s.

Also useful (though not required):
Pechenik, J. A. (2004/2007).  A short guide to writing about biology (5th/6th  eds.).  New York: 
Longman.
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Assignment Format:  All assignments completed outside of class must adhere to the following 
guidelines:   typed on white paper, 12 pt font, standard font (e.g. Times New Roman, Geneva, 
Palatine), double-spaced, single-sided, 1 inch margins, and left justified.  Your grade on any 
assignment will be lowered if you do not follow this format.

Attendance:  Attendance is crucial because in-class writing assignments and presentations cannot 
be made up.  Missing one day of class is equivalent to missing a whole week of class.

Grading:  All 100W courses are graded ABC/NC (+ and - permissible).  Performance that merits 
a grade lower than a C will receive No Credit, which will be listed on your transcript but will not 
affect your GPA. The course can be repeated if you receive No Credit.  

Assignments will be graded for content, organization, clarity, style, grammar, and format. 
Assignments will be graded holistically, as follows:

A/A- (outstanding/excellent):  The paper contains no grammatical, spelling, or typographical 
errors.  It is outstanding in clarity, style, and organization.  The depth and accuracy of the 
information covered are appropriate for the assignment.  The style and format of the paper are 
appropriate for the assignment.

B+/B/B- (very good/good):  The paper may contain a few minor grammatical errors, but 
should contain few or no typographical or spelling errors.  For the most part, the paper is 
clearly written and logically organized.  The topic is covered in reasonable depth and the 
information presented is accurate.  The style and format of the paper are appropriate for the 
assignment.

C+/C (average):  The paper may contain some minor grammatical, typographical, or spelling 
errors.  For the most part, it is clearly written and logically organized.  For the most part, the 
depth of coverage of the topic is appropriate and the information is accurate.  For the most  
part, the style and format of the paper are appropriate for the assignment. 

C-/D+/D/D- (below average/unacceptable):  One of these grades will be received for ANY 
of the following reasons, with the specific grade assigned depending on the severity of the 
problems.  The paper contains significant or serious grammatical, typographical, or spelling 
errors.  It is not clearly written or logically organized.  The train of thought is difficult to 
follow.  The depth of coverage of the topic is not adequate.  The information presented is 
inaccurate.  The style and/or format of the paper are not appropriate to the assignment.  

F (unacceptable):  A grade of F will be received if two or more of the following conditions 
are satisfied: The paper contains significant or serious grammatical, typographical, or spelling 
errors.  It is not clearly written or logically organized.  The train of thought is difficult to 
follow.  The depth of coverage of the topic is not adequate.  The information presented is 
inaccurate.  The style and/or format of the paper are not appropriate to the assignment.  A 
grade of F will be received if some or all parts of the paper have been plagiarized, as 
defined below. 
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Writing Resources at SJSU and On The Web:

• www2.sjsu.edu/ugs/catalog/resources.htm (SJSU list of writing resources and links) 
• www2.sjsu.edu/ugs/catalog/studenthelp.htm (On-campus writing resources for students)
• www.sjlibrary.org/services/literacy/info_comp/index.htm (MLK Library literary services 

pertaining to information competence)
• www.science.sjsu.edu/bio101/writing_activities.htm (Dr. Elizabeth McGee’s list of 

writing resources and links for Bio 101)

Course Requirements & Points

Exercises Total 
Points

Suggested
Word Length

Diagnostic activity 10 250
Abstract #1 15 250
Abstract #2 15 250
List of Research Topics 10 250
Cover Letter 10 250
Debate 10 250
Citing sources 10 250
Plagiarism exercise 10 250
TBA 10 250

Writing Assignments   
   TBA 25 500
   Synthesis 25 500
   Research exercise 25 750

Visual/ data based Communication   
   TBA 10 500
   Powerpoint/Poster Presentation 50 500

Writing Projects   
   Literature Review 75 1000
   Grant Application 100 1500
   FINAL EXAM 75 na
 500 8000*

After a letter grade is assigned, it will be converted to a numerical value according to 
points weighting. There is no “curve” in this class. Only “whole” grades are assigned in 
this course (although + and – are possible on individual assignments). Final class 
grades will be assigned according to the following scale: 

A  = 88 – 100% B  = 78 – 87% C = 73 – 77% NC = 72% or lower
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Course Rules:  
Receiving this greensheet and registering for this course constitute your consent to abide by 
these rules.

• The Department of Biological Sciences does not approve “late adds” (adding classes after 
the end of the add period indicated in the SJSU schedule of classes). You are responsible 
for adding classes before the last day to add and for confirming via the campus registration 
system that you are in the class. When your instructor gives you an add code, you should 
use it as soon as possible to avoid problems.

• University and departmental guidelines require a serious and compelling reason to drop a 
course.  A course cannot be dropped because of grades alone.

• You may only repeat a biology majors course only once.
• Absences:  If you miss a class meeting, you are responsible for obtaining the notes and 

handouts from another student.  In-class assignments and oral presentations cannot be 
made up.  However, if you have missed an in-class assignment or presentation, you can be 
excused if you have official documentation for your absence, e.g. a doctor’s or judge’s 
note.  

• Late Paper Policy:  Your grade on any assignment will drop by one fraction of a grade 
(e.g. from A to A-) for every day that the assignment is late, unless you make prior 
arrangements with me for an extension.  Extensions require official documentation, e.g. 
doctor’s or judge’s note.  Preliminary drafts of the literature review and research article  
that are turned in late will lower your literature review and research article grade, 
respectively.

• Plagiarism:  Plagiarism is a serious issue treated at the university level.  It will not be 
tolerated in this class.  If you plagiarize part of all of any assignment, you will receive an F 
on the assignment, and may receive NC in the course.  An Academic Dishonesty Report 
form will also be filed with the Office of Student Affairs, which can impose its own 
sanctions in response to this report. You are responsible for knowing and 
understanding SJSU’s Academic Dishonesty Policy.  READ this policy in the most 
recent SJSU catalog.  There are many different forms of academic dishonesty that are 
listed in the University Catalog.  Some examples are: 
o copying part or the whole of another student’s (current or former student) assignment; 
o submitting an assignment you submitted in another course 
o copying part or the whole of a published work without using quotation marks or 

without using your own words to explain the other author’s ideas; 
o summarizing/paraphrasing another author’s ideas or work without giving credit to that 

author (i.e. a citation) and/or without using your own words; 
o quoting another author’s ideas or work without giving credit to that author (i.e. a 

citation);
o copying information from the internet without putting into your own words and/or 

without giving credit to the author.     

DISABILITY RESOURCE CENTER: If you need course adaptations or accommodations because 
of a disability, or if you need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please 
make an appointment with us as soon as possible, or see us during office hours. Presidential 
Directive 97-03 requires that students with disabilities requesting accommodations must register 
with DRC to establish a record of their disability.  (Please let us know as soon as possible in order 
to more effectively accommodate your needs.)
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Biology 100W, Spring 2008 Schedule
(outline, subject to change)

Date Topics/Activities Readings* Due

AUG 26 Diagnostic Activity – Synopsis/critique of a in class
Popular Scientific Article

SEPT 02 Types of Scientific Writing, M Introduction
Writing an Abstract

SEPT 09 Library use exercise (day may change)
M Ch7 Abstract #1

SEPT 16 Class debate (day may change) M Ch 1
List of Research Topics

SEPT 23 Crash course in citing references
M Ch 6 Synthesis 

SEPT 30 Visual Communication M Ch2, Ch 6
OCT 07 Literature Review M 226-223 Cover Letter

OCT 14 Abstract #2

OCT 21 Class Talks

OCT 28 Class Talks Literature Review

NOV 04 Grant application 
NOV 11 Veteran’s Day (campus closed)  
NOV 18   M Ch 4

NOV 25 

DEC 02 Grant application

DEC 09 FINAL

* M = McMillan’s Writing papers in the biological sciences (required text). 
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