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Health Sciences 1K03 
Health Sciences in the Media 

Fall Term 2017-18 
 

INSTRUCTOR: 
Dr. Eric Seidlitz 
seidlit@avenue.cllmcmaster.ca (within Avenue to Learn) 
seidlit@mcmaster.ca  

CLASSES: 
M W Th 1:30 – 2:20 
Life Sciences Building, room B130E 

 
COURSE COMMUNICATION 
In this course we will be using Avenue to Learn as the primary learning management system. All documents, 
assignment submissions, and course communication will occur through Avenue. Please check the system 
regularly for announcements and updates.  
 
The course should appear in your Avenue to Learn account as HTHSCI 1K03: Health Sciences in the Media. If you 
have problems with Avenue, please see the instructor. If you have not yet discovered Avenue to Learn, go to 
http://avenue.mcmaster.ca/ and log in using your MacID. Students should be aware that, when they access the 
electronic components of this course, private information such as first and last names, user names for the 
McMaster email accounts, and program affiliation may become apparent to all other students in the same 
course. The available information is dependent on the technology used. Continuation in this course will be 
deemed consent to this disclosure. If you have any questions or concerns about such disclosure, please discuss 
this with the instructor. 
 

INTRODUCTION: 
The course is, in part, an inquiry-based examination of the relationship between popular media representations 
of advances in health sciences and the original science behind these often-sensationalized reports. As most 
people (even scientists!) first learn about advances in health sciences through readily accessible mainstream 
news reports (in print, on the internet, on TV, or on the radio), making sense of this information is becoming 
increasingly more difficult. How can non-scientists critically evaluate the messages that media sources are 
promoting? To answer this question, you need to understand how research science is conducted and how it is 
communicated.  
 
In this course, we will take popular media stories describing discoveries or advances in the health sciences and 
deconstruct them to explore the original research that led to the report. By examining the origins of the 
information, evaluating the trustworthiness of the sources and the media outlet, and identifying any 
discrepancies that may exist, you will gain practice at critically evaluating media information in a way that is 
consistent with the practices of modern research science. 
 
This course does not assume a science background – although we will touch on many different topic areas in the 
health sciences and will explore some of the basic techniques involved, the skills you will learn will be applicable 
in any field of study. This will not be a course focussed on the scientific content and methods (although you may 
learn more than you think), but rather it will be about how the science is communicated and the context in 
which the research is performed. As this course predominantly uses an inquiry format, the interests of the 
students will determine which content areas are to be studied. You will actively engage with the material, both 
individually and in groups, to accomplish several predefined tasks.  Along the way, you will develop transferrable 
skills in reading scientific papers, researching and accessing primary literature, and communicating your findings. 
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PHILOSOPHY: 
In this course, we aim to provide you with a conceptual framework and the tools that will empower you to 
critically evaluate information presented at a variety of levels and will encourage you to develop your own 
informed opinions. Critical literacy is a crucial set of skills that will benefit the student regardless of their 
program of study. 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 

1. To provide you with an opportunity to explore the process of modern scientific research; 
2. To develop an understanding of the scientific context behind media reports of health-related 

discoveries; 
3. To provide practice in the art of finding and assessing information and recognizing its limitations; 
4. To gain insight into how health sciences research is communicated; 
5. To provide practice in reading and critically evaluating health science-related information; 
6. To provide practice in writing scientific information in concise terms; 
7. To learn the value of citation management software in academic writing; 
8. To provide an opportunity to work in a group. 

 
LEARNING RESOURCES: 
We want you to get into the habit of looking at multiple sources, and as such, there will be no required textbook 
for this course. Instead, what we want you to do is to try to find the resources that best suit your specific 
research goals and your individual learning styles. We will refer to a variety of resources during this course – 
when we draw information from specific sources, we will give you the appropriate reference. It is your 
responsibility to read and evaluate those sources. 
 

PROJECTS AND EVALUATIONS: 
We will evaluate your performance using a variety of assessment measures. Interspersed with several skills 
development modules (with in-class lectures and exercises), there will be two projects completed during this 
course that will allow you to deconstruct media reports of discoveries in the health sciences.  More details about 
the exercises and projects will be available in class and on Avenue. 
 
The first project will be an individual effort that will focus primarily on secondary sources (news aggregators, 
social media, popular websites, etc.) and their roles in popularizing health science discoveries. You will select a 
topic of interest to you from one of these sources and will submit a written justification of why this topic is 
appropriate for your project. This justification will give you practice at concise and logical writing as well as using 
appropriate citation methods. Grading of this will be based on how convincing your justification seems to the 
marker – the topic chosen is not part of the evaluation. To complete the project, you will submit a written 
discussion of the quality and accuracy of the information, comparing the original research and the media report. 
You will subsequently re-write or correct the original story to more accurately and precisely reflect the science 
behind the discovery. 
 
For the group project, you will be divided into groups of approximately 5-8 students by the instructor. Using the 
skills developed during the modules and the individual project, you will work as a team to identify and 
deconstruct discoveries reported in mainstream news media.  As a group, you will select a suitable topic that has 
been covered by at least 3 mainstream media sources and will submit a written justification of why this topic is 
appropriate for your project. Again, the topic itself is not part of the evaluation. Given the importance of peer 
review in modern research science, you will be submitting this justification for review by your peers. Grading for 
this justification will be based on the quality of your review of another group’s submission (marked by the 
instructor). Once your project has been reviewed by your peers, you will submit a written discussion of the 
quality and accuracy of the information, comparing the original research and the mainstream media reports. As 
with the individual project, you will re-write the original story to more accurately and precisely reflect the 
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science behind the discovery. The format of your revised story does not have to be in the same media style as 
the original.  
 

GRADING: 
The grading scheme for this course is as follows: 
 

ASSIGNMENTS 

Sources exercise 5 

Library exercise 5 

Referencing exercise 5 

INDIVIDUAL PROJECT 
Source justification 5 

Final project (discussion and re-write) 30 

GROUP PROJECT 

Sources justification 5 

Peer review of sources justification 5 

Final project (discussion and re-write) 30 

Group participation evaluation 10 

  Course Total 100% 

 
We reserve the right to alter weights in any category without eliminating any of the above. Conversion from 
percentages to letter grades will follow the standard McMaster grading format (please see the Table below). All 
percentage grades within 0.5% of the next letter grade will be reviewed (although rounding is not guaranteed). 
 
 

% Letter % Letter % Letter % Letter % Letter 

90-100 A+ 77-79 B+ 67-69 C+ 57-59 D+   

85-89 A 73-76 B 63-66 C 53-56 D 0-49 F 

80-84 A- 70-72 B- 60-62 C- 50-52 D-   

 
LOSING MARKS: 
There is a popular notion that students start with a 100% and LOSE marks. In this course, you start with ZERO 
and begin accumulating them. You will be given comments justifying the mark you received, but once a mark 
has been assigned, it will not be changed it UNLESS there is a calculating error. Changing a mark for one student 
is quite unfair, since it penalizes the ones who have not come forward for whatever reason. If you feel strongly 
that the mark you have received is not appropriate, you will follow the following official procedures to have your 
marks reassessed. If you have questions regarding this, please speak with the instructor. 
 

WRITTEN WORK AND REFERENCING STYLE:  
All written work will be marked on grammar, spelling (Canadian), clarity of writing and organization, as well as 
content and analysis. More details about the marking scheme for each assignment and project will be posted in 
Avenue. All written work must be properly referenced. However, as one of the goals of this course is to allow 
you to become more familiar with proper referencing techniques, there will not be a single referencing style 
used.  
 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY: 
You are expected to exhibit honesty and use ethical behaviour in all aspects of the learning process. Academic 
credentials you earn are rooted in principles of honesty and academic integrity. Academic dishonesty is to 
knowingly act or fail to act in a way that results, or could result, in unearned academic credit or advantage. This 
behaviour can result in serious consequences, e.g. the grade of zero on course work, loss of credit with a 
notation on the transcript (notation reads: “Grade of F assigned for academic dishonesty”), and/or suspension 
or expulsion from the university. It is your responsibility to understand what constitutes academic dishonesty. 
For information on the various types of academic dishonesty, please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy, 



Course Outline - HTH SCI 1K03 

 - 4 - 

located at http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity. The following illustrates only three forms of academic 
dishonesty:  

1. Plagiarism, e.g. the submission of work that is not one’s own or for which other credit has been obtained.   
2. Improper collaboration in group work.   
3. Copying or using unauthorized aids in tests and examinations.   

 

MODIFICATIONS TO COURSE OUTLINE AND EMAIL COMMUNICATION: 
The Instructor and university reserve the right to modify elements of the course during the term. The university 
may change the dates and deadlines for any or all courses in extreme circumstances. If either type of 
modification becomes necessary, reasonable notice and communication with the students will be given with 
explanation and the opportunity to comment on changes. It is the responsibility of the student to check their 
McMaster email and Avenue to Learn account during the term and to note any changes. We will make 
announcements in class and by using Avenue. Please note that all emails sent to the course instructor must 
originate from your official McMaster University email account or from within Avenue to Learn. 
 

ASSIGNMENT DEADLINES AND MISSED OR LATE WORK: 
Students are expected to hand in all assignments on the specified due dates. Late submissions will be subject to 
a penalty of 20% per day (including weekends) unless alternate arrangements have been made in advance. 
Assignments submitted after the specified time (6 pm) on the due date will be counted as one day late. 
 

MCMASTER STUDENT ABSENCE FORM (MSAF): 
This is an online, self-reporting tool for students to report absences due to minor medical situations that last up 
to 3 days and to request accommodation for any missed academic work that is worth less than 25% of the final 
grade. It is the prerogative of the Instructor to determine the appropriate relief for missed term work. You may 
submit a maximum of one request per term. The form should be filled out when you are ready to return to class 
after your absence. It is your responsibility to follow up with your instructor within 2 working days about the 
nature of the accommodation. If you are absent for more than 3 days, have missed academic work worth 25% or 
more, or exceed one request per term, you must see someone in your program office.  
 

ACADEMIC ACCOMMODATION OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES: 
Students who require academic accommodation must contact Student Accessibility Services 
(http://sas.mcmaster.ca/) to make arrangements with a Program Coordinator.  Academic accommodations must 
be arranged for each term of study. Student Accessibility Services can be contacted by phone x28652 or email 
sas@mcmaster.ca. For further information, consult McMaster University’s Policy for Academic Accommodation 
of Students with Disabilities. 
 

SUSTAINABILITY AND WRITTEN WORK: 
The written work submission guidelines for this course have been chosen to support the more sustainable use of 
paper, energy, and toner. Four levels of criteria have been developed by the Office of Sustainability and 
encouraged for adoption by professors and faculties. The submission guidelines for this course meet the 
Platinum standard. All written work must be submitted in the following format: reduced line spacing, sans-serif 
font, and online submission and return. For more information about criteria for sustainable written work 
submissions, visit the Office of Sustainability website: www.mcmaster.ca/sustainability. 
 

USE OF COURSE MATERIAL: 
Course materials provided by the instructor are for use by students registered in this class only. Under no 
circumstances are these materials to be shared, posted or sold to a third party without permission from the 
instructor. This includes, but is not limited to, online posting of instructor provided lecture notes, online 
lectures, recordings of lectures, or any course materials on a website other than the Avenue site designed for 
the course. 
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CLASS SCHEDULE: 

Week Day Date Class Notes Assignments 

1 

Tuesday 5-Sep-17 - Fall classes begin 1K03 starts tomorrow! 

Wednesday 6-Sep-17 1 Course introduction 
 

Thursday 7-Sep-17 2 Deconstructing a media story 
 

2 

Monday 11-Sep-17 3 Source classification 
 

Wednesday 13-Sep-17 4 Intro to Individual project  

Thursday 14-Sep-17 5 Library skills Sources exercise due @6 pm 

3 

Monday 18-Sep-17 6 Online databases/search strategies 
 

Wednesday 20-Sep-17 7 IMRAD 
 

Thursday 21-Sep-17 8 Project work Project justification due @6 pm 

4 

Monday 25-Sep-17 9 Referencing software and citations Library exercise due @6 pm 

Wednesday 27-Sep-17 10 Project work 
 

Thursday 28-Sep-17 11 Project work 
 

5 

Monday 2-Oct-17 12 Publishing and peer review Referencing exercise due @6 pm 

Wednesday 4-Oct-17 13 Project work 
 

Thursday 5-Oct-17 14 Project work 
 

  

Monday 9-Oct-17 no class Thanksgiving - no classes 

Eat, rest! Wednesday 11-Oct-17 no class mid-term recess 

Thursday 12-Oct-17 no class mid-term recess 

6 

Monday 16-Oct-17 15 Intro to Group Project Individual project due @6 pm 

Wednesday 18-Oct-17 16 Project work 
 

Thursday 19-Oct-17 17 Project work 
 

7 

Monday 23-Oct-17 18 Group process 
 

Wednesday 25-Oct-17 19 Project work 
 

Thursday 26-Oct-17 20 Project work Group justification due @6 pm 

8 

Monday 30-Oct-17 21 TBA 
 

Wednesday 1-Nov-17 22 Project work 
 

Thursday 2-Nov-17 23 Project work 
 

9 

Monday 6-Nov-17 24 Project work 
 

Wednesday 8-Nov-17 25 Project work 
 

Thursday 9-Nov-17 26 Project work Peer review due @6 pm 

10 

Monday 13-Nov-17 27 Using Excel and Google Sheets 
 

Wednesday 15-Nov-17 28 Project work 
 

Thursday 16-Nov-17 29 Project work 
 

11 

Monday 20-Nov-17 30 Using PowerPoint and Google Slides 
 

Wednesday 22-Nov-17 31 Project work 
 

Thursday 23-Nov-17 32 Project work 
 

12 

Monday 27-Nov-17 33 Making oral presentations 
 

Wednesday 29-Nov-17 34 Project work 
 

Thursday 30-Nov-17 35 Project work Group project due Nov 30 @6 pm 

13 
Monday 4-Dec-17 36 Misc. undergrad tips & tricks Participation eval due @6 pm 

Wednesday 6-Dec-17 37 Course wrap-up 
 

 


