
BIOL 3110—SCIENTIFIC WRITING (CRN 26728) 
Spring Semester 2014    2 Credits    Prerequisites: BIOL 1610 and ENGL 2010 

INSTRUCTOR OFFICE PHONE E-MAIL OFFICE HOURS 
Dr. Erin O’Brien SCI 206 652-7761 obrien@dixie.edu MWF 11 AM–12 PM, T 10 AM–12 

PM or by appointment 
Dr. Jerry Harris SMPS 235 652-7758 jharris@dixie.edu MW 10 AM–12 PM, R 9–10 AM, or 

by appointment 

COURSE MEETS: T 1:00–1:50 PM + R 1:00–2:50 PM in SCI 116 
 
TEXTBOOK: Scientific Writing by J. Harris and E. O’Brien (to be provided) 
 
 

 

COURSE 
OBJECTIVES & 

OUTCOMES 

Scientific Writing builds on writing skills obtained in English 2010, but scientific writing differs 
substantially from the writing styles of other fields and requires a specialized skill set that applies to all 
sciences, including medicine. In this course, you will learn the specific skills required for conducting 
and communicating formal scientific research. Skills taught in this class will enable you to: 

(1) effectively use scientific literature databases; 
(2) find, read, understand, and critically assess primary scientific literature effectively and efficiently; 

and 
(3) write in a clear, concise, scientific context for all types of communication that you will be required 

to do in upper-level science classes (including senior thesis) and in your professional life (e.g., 
research reports for publication in primary literature and for corporate distribution). 

For majors in all sciences, formal research experience, usually capped with presenting a paper at a 
scientific conference and/or in a publication, is required nowadays to either get into a graduate 
program or successfully land a job—students lacking these experiences generally are unable to compete 
with those that have them. Your project in this class may or may not be publication worthy, but even if 
it’s not, the purpose of this class is to provide you with the skills that you will use when you do conduct 
publishable research in the future. 

BIOLOGY 
DEPARTMENT 

PROGRAM 
STANDARDS 

 Students will explain and apply major concepts of a view of life, the cell, and the genetic basis of life. 
 Students will demonstrate knowledge of the process of science including asking testable questions, 

using inductive and deductive reasoning in forming hypotheses and in making reliable predictions. 
 Students will explain the methods of science, and distinguish among the natural sciences, liberal arts 

(humanities and fine arts, and social and behavioral sciences), and pseudoscience. 
 Students will compute ratios, proportions, percentages, decimals, fractions, frequencies, and 

elementary statistics. 

ATTENDANCE Attendance at each class session is expected. Each session will reinforce specific skill sets taught in the 
textbook, ranging from appropriate word choices to overall paper layout to the construction of figures, 
and each topic builds on the previous ones. Some sessions may entail lectures to complement or 
augment the textbook. Many class periods, particularly later in the course, will be devoted to 
anonymous peer review and discussion of writing assignments, and your performance in these 
activities constitute a significant portion of your grade. Unexcused absences will (a) dramatically hurt 
your grade because 20% of your total grade involves in-class activities, (b) make you miss due dates 
announced in class, and (c) set you at a disadvantage for the remainder of the class. You can read the 
university’s full attendance policy here. 

MESSAGES AND 
ANNOUNCE-

MENTS 

Please check Canvas and/or your dmail account often (at least 3 times per week!) Issues concerning 
the class (and anything else about the institution) will only be mailed to this account, regardless of any 
other e-mail, Facebook, Twitter, etc. accounts you may have! 

http://new.dixie.edu/biology/obrien.php
mailto:obrien@dixie.edu
http://new.dixie.edu/science/harris.php
mailto:jharris@dixie.edu
http://cactus.dixie.edu/smblack/science/images/SCImap.jpg
http://www.dixie.edu/humanres/policy/sec5/523.html


TEXTBOOK We are currently working on a textbook for the class because none of the various existing books on 
scientific writing are entirely suitable. Portions of this book will be made available to you throughout 
the semester at no charge. In return, you will be asked for your feedback on the materials. 

ASSIGNMENTS & 
WORKLOAD 

You should count on assignments being given virtually every class period. Assignments will be of one 
of three basic types: (1) exercises intended to enhance your basic writing skills; (2) drafts of various 
components of your paper; and (3) anonymous peer review (evaluating the writings of others). All 
assignments will be due at the end of that day’s class, except drafts of various components of your 
paper that you will submit electronically; the due dates for these will be announced in class as they are 
assigned. 

When we get to the point in class at which you will be writing drafts of your paper and its 
components, you should expect to spend a great deal of time on them—these will not be the kinds of 
assignments that you will be able to do the night before and expect to get passing grades. You should 
allot portions of several days during which you can work on each draft; we will discuss the reasoning 
for and processes involved in this further in class. Very likely, you have never had a class that will 
require time scheduling quite like Scientific Writing, and you should be prepared to adjust your 
processes accordingly. This is a requirement because the same time demands are required when 
conducting research and writing for publications. 

FINAL PAPER This class will not have exams. In lieu of a final exam, you will write a final paper that will be due 
__________. The paper will center on a data set and analysis for a research project in which you are 
currently engaged, such as from the Biostatistics class. If you are involved in independent research, 
you may receive permission to use this instead; consult either of us to discuss this possibility. You will 
be graded on several mandatory drafts of portions of this paper; due dates for these drafts will be 
announced in class. 

GRADING Your various drafts and your final paper will be graded according to the rubric attached at the end of 
this syllabus—you are responsible for reading and understanding this rubric. Your final grade (Table 
1) will be based on (a) your performance and participation in peer reviews and class exercises: 30%, 
(b) drafts of various parts of your final paper: 30%, and (c) your final paper: 40% (Fig. 1). You will be 
given a rubric that details the point value breakdown that will be used to grade your final paper as well 
as each draft of a section of the paper. 

 

Table 1. Final grade values for the BIOL 3110 class. 

A: 100–93% B: 86.9–83% C: 76.9–73% D: 66.9–63% 

A-: 92.9–90% B-: 82.9–80% C-: 72.9–70% D-: 62.9–60% 

B+: 89.9–87% C+: 79.9–77% D+: 69.9–67% F: < 60% 

 

 

 

 
LATE POLICY: We will accept late assignments, but for each day past the due date (excluding 
weekends) for the assignment, we will deduct 10% of the points possible for that assignment.  

NOTE: We will make comments (often extensive comments) on each draft to help you identify (and 
learn to think about ahead of time!) where you are making errors of various kinds. If these errors are 
things we have already covered in class by the time the draft is due, you will be docked points 
accordingly (see the grading rubric). 
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Figure 1. Percent total values of each component 
of the BIOL 3110 class toward your final grade. 



CHEATING Cheating includes—but is not limited to!—copying information from another published or 
unpublished source, a web site, or any other source—that’s plagiarism, even when you cite the source. 
We will discuss this further in class. 

Cheating will not be tolerated and will result in a 0% grade on any exercise or draft that contains the 
instance of cheating. All offenses, regardless of severity, will be reported to the Student Affairs 
Committee as per the Academic Integrity Code. The college maintains records from all teachers; if 
you have multiple reports of cheating from different teachers, you may face expulsion. Not knowing 
what is and is not cheating is not a defense. The official DSU statement about this is: 

Academic Integrity and Discipline 

The faculty and administration of Dixie State University are opposed to cheating and plagiarism in 
any form. Any student found cheating or plagiarizing should expect to receive a failing grade and be 
removed from the class. Expulsion from the college may also result. No credit will be given if it is 
found that a student has copied someone else’s work, including fellow students, authors of books, 
magazines, or journals from a library or the World-Wide Web. 

The full policy can be read here—don’t say we didn’t warn you! 

DSU LIBRARY The DSU library has many resources that will be critical to you for this course. In addition, the 
library can help you obtain references not held at the library via Interlibrary Loan (ILL)—we will 
discuss this in class and instruct you how to use it. You may not have had a reason or opportunity 
previously to delve into the technical scientific literature, but scientific writing is exclusively about 
primary technical literature, not other media that you may have used in previous classes. If you have 
never used primary technical literature before, be prepared for an eye-opening experience! 

The science liaison at the library is John Burns (HCC room 243; 879-4712)—you may want or need 
to consult with him about obtaining resources you will need. He’s a great guy and a lot of fun, so 
don’t be afraid to approach him if you need some help or pointers! 

ADA ACCOMMO-
DATIONS 

If you suspect or are aware that you have a disability that may affect your success in this course, we 
strongly encourage you to contact the Disability Resource Center (DRC) in the North Plaza Building 
(next to the Testing Center), which will evaluate any disability. Eligible students will receive assistance 
in obtaining reasonable accommodations. Eligible students must provide me with an official request 
of accommodation from the DRC within the first two weeks of the beginning of classes—contact the 
DRC to follow through with, and receive assistance in, the documentation process. Call (435) 652-
7516 for an appointment and further information regarding the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) of 1990 per Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. We are happy to work with 
anyone with special needs; we just need a copy of documentation that the DRC provides. 

DISRUPTIVE 
BEHAVIOR 

Classrooms are special environments in which students and faculty work together to promote learning 
and growth. In these environments, maintaining respect for the rights of others seeking to learn, 
respect for the professionalism of the instructor, and the general goals of academic freedom is critical. 
Disruptive behavior includes: 

 chatting during lectures                                       texting/IM/SMS, etc. 
 arriving late to class                                             playing games 
 sleeping                                                               reading non-class-related material 

…and others listed in the DSU Student Rights and Responsibilities Code. Cell phones and music 
players must be turned off during the lectures. Mobile devices may be used for note-taking, 
recording, and looking up course-appropriate material, but must have all sounds muted or off; they 
cannot draw attention away from the learning environment for either the professors (us) or any 
students. 

Students engaging in such behaviors will be given verbal, then written warnings; repeated infractions 
may result in removal from class. Repetitive or seriously disruptive behavior, such as fighting, using 
profanity or insults, making personal or physical threats, or damaging property, will be reported to 
Campus Security. As the instructors, it is our responsibility to determine whether any specific student 
is disrupting the learning environment. 

http://www.dixie.edu/humanres/policy/sec3/334.html
http://www.dixie.edu/humanres/policy/sec3/334.html
http://library.dixie.edu/
http://ill.dixie.edu/illiad/
mailto:burns@dixie.edu
http://www.dixie.edu/drcenter/
http://www.dixie.edu/catalog/File/code.pdf


BOILERPLATE Student Support Services 

For information on the following resources available to you at Dixie State University, please visit the 
following web sites (click on the name to go there): 

Writing Center Tutoring Center Computer Lab 

Testing Center Student Support Services  
 
Drop fees ($10/class) begin Jan. 15; Feb. 28 is the last day to drop this course; Mar. 28 is the last day 
for a complete withdrawal. You can read the withdrawal policy here, and see the complete academic 
calendar here. 

Other Information 

Please read the boilerplate here—everything at this site that isn’t explicitly stated on this syllabus still 
applies to all students! 

 
 
 
Important Dates 

• Jan. 15: $10 drop fee begins for classes dropped on or 
after this date 

• Jan. 20: Martin Luther King Day—NO CLASSES 
• Jan. 21: $50 late registration fee begins for classes added 

on or after this date 
• Jan. 27: Pell Grant census and last day for refund 
• Jan. 31: Associate’s graduation application deadline 
• Feb. 17: President’s Day—NO CLASSES 
• Feb. 28: Last day to drop classes 
• Feb. 28: Bachelor’s graduate application deadline 
• Mar. 10–14: Spring Break—NO CLASSES! 
• Mar. 28: last day for a complete withdrawal (withdrawal 

policy here) 
• Apr. 23: Last day of classes 
• Apr. 24: Reading Day 
• May 2: Graduation 

 
 
The academic calendar, which includes these and other dates that may be important to you, can be viewed here. 
  

http://new.dixie.edu/english/dsc_writing_center.php
http://dsc.dixie.edu/tutoring/index.htm
http://www.dixie.edu/reg/04-05/catalog/info_services.htm%23Smith
http://new.dixie.edu/testing
http://dsc.dixie.edu/sss
http://right2know.dixie.edu/withdraw.html
http://new.dixie.edu/reg/?page=calendar
http://new.dixie.edu/reg/faculty/index.php?page=Syllabus
http://right2know.dixie.edu/withdraw.html
http://new.dixie.edu/reg/?page=calendar


Course Outline (flexible and subject to change) 
 This is the material that will be covered in class, in this order. Days and dates on which the material will be presented are 
flexible and subject to change. Due dates of exercises and drafts will be announced in class, so attendance is in your best 
interest! 
 
SUBJECT MATERIAL ASSOCIATED ASSIGNMENTS 
Purpose and procedures of scientific writing EXERCISE: Reading Scientific Papers 
Fundamentals of scientific writing — 
Using TurnItIn EXERCISE: TurnItIn paragraphs 
Supporting Information I 
 References I: References Cited DRAFT: Annotated bibliography 

Building blocks of writing I 
 Word choice EXERCISE: Word Choice  

Paper Structure (IMRaD) I 
 Introduction 

DRAFT: Introduction 1 

Supporting Information II 
 References II: Internal Citations 

— 

Building blocks of writing II 
 Sentence structure 

EXERCISE: Sentence Structure exercise 

Paper Structure (IMRaD) II 
 Methods and Materials  

DRAFT: Methods and Materials 

Building blocks of writing III 
 Paragraph structure 

EXERCISE: Paragraph Structure exercise 
DRAFT: Introduction 2 (for peer review) 

Supporting Information II 
 Figures & Tables 

DRAFT: Methods and Materials 2 (for peer review) 
DRAFT: Introduction + Methods and Materials + 
Figures & Tables 

Paper Structure (IMRaD) III 
 Results DRAFT: Results 

Paper Structure (IMRaD) IV 
 Discussion DRAFT: Discussion 

Paper Structure V 
 Abstract & Title 

DRAFT: Abstract 
EXERCISE: Titles 

Scientific presentations (time permitting) FINAL PAPER assigned 
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