Unit 1: Scientific Discourse

We will begin with a study of scientific writing—that is, writing in and about the sciences—because the topic is, in many ways, the most apparent intersection of university research and business practices.  That is, unlike departments in the humanities and social sciences, science professors found their own labs, take on graduate students, and hire post-docs only after having secured funding through external grants.  They are comparatively freer to conduct their own research, and they typically have more resources to do so.  However, the stakes are higher because their funding is not guaranteed through the university.  Rather, their success as scientists is dependent upon their abilities to demonstrate through their writing and results that their lab is the best candidate for a specific grant. 

In this unit, then, we will focus on the “business of science” within the university structure.  We will work in groups to examine our topics in-depth—background, major stakeholders, current methodologies, research trends, objections—and we will demonstrate our knowledge through two common forms of scientific writing: an annotated bibliography and a literature review.  We will conclude the unit by challenging ourselves to pitch our research interests to a program that provides external funding for undergraduate research.  In other words, you’ll have a chance to design a research proposal for an organization housed at UNC that routinely grants up to $6,000 for undergraduate research abroad.
The goal of this unit is not that you learn how to write a model lab report—each TA, professor, journal, and field has its own definition of and rules about a lab report.  Instead, my goal is that we begin to think as a group about the challenges and opportunities presented by the three discreet academic and professional units that we’ll cover this semester—writing in and across the sciences, business, and humanities.  
Feeder 1: Annotated Bibliography.  
In your groups, you’ll decide upon a scientific area of inquiry—medicine, genetics, psychology, cognitive linguistics, pharmacology, physics, chemistry, bioethics, etc.  Each person in the group will investigate a specific part of the larger topic.  For instance, a group examining stem cells might have one student working on the uses of stem cells in medical treatments (ideally a pre-med or biology major), one student looking at stem cell extraction techniques, processes and instruments (chemistry, biochemistry, biomedical engineering), and one student exploring the current opposition to stem cell use (political science, public policy, sociology, religious studies, bioethics, philosophy).  You’ll read through journal articles in order to find four sources, some scholarly (Science, Nature) and others professional (NYT science section).  You’ll then summarize the results of each source in 3-4 sentences and write an evaluation of the source’s usefulness to your project in another 1-2 sentences.
Length: 1.5-2 pages

Due: Jan. 24
Feeder 2: Literature Review.  
Working on the annotated bibliography gave you the opportunity to determine the major journals, largest debates, and current avenues of inquiry or methodologies surrounding your topic.  In the literature review, you’ll be asked to synthesize the current research trends to demonstrate your awareness of the topic and to create a space for your own work.  You will review six sources, writing half a paragraph to a paragraph about each source’s objectives and results.  You will need to demonstrate thematic connections between your sources (chronology, methodology, trend) as you make a general claim about the state of research in your field (more research is necessary, previous research is inconclusive, one methodology is preferable to other models).  As literature reviews are typically required in larger grant proposals (i.e., NIH, NSF), this feeder is a good middle step between feeder 1 and the Unit Project.  Identifying a gap in the current scholarship will enable you to make a case for your own research proposal in the Unit Project.

Length: 1.5-2 pages


Due: Jan. 31
Unit Project: Grant Application.  
Grant writing is its own semester-long course on the graduate level, but it’s an extremely important aspect of scientific writing: you can’t do research if you can’t find the funds to support your projects.  In this feeder, you’ll “apply” for a Burch Fellowship through UNC’s Johnson Center for Undergraduates (http://www.burchfellows.unc.edu/introduction.html).  Per the program’s guidelines, you’ll submit a well-thought out research proposal for a trip that complements your previous work on campus, but is not possible to study fully at UNC (i.e., “I want to study the impact of women’s education on HIV rates in Kenya”).  As a group we’ll look through the mission statement to determine the organizational values, and we’ll discuss ways to tailor your research interests to those values.  You will be evaluated on the quality of your application, the creativity and innovation of your research proposal, the soundness or feasibility of your research plan, and the extent to which you speak to the organization’s values.

Length: 3-4 pages


Due: Feb. 7
