Science News Activities & Assessment

Christina Sax  (csax@umuc.edu) 

Activities

Read the news report titled “E. coli Kills Cancer” by Martha Heil at http://www.discover.com  (Discover Magazine, 7/19/1999).  Then perform one of the following three activities, as directed by your instructor:

Activity 1 – Summary Paper

Write a 2-3 page summary in which you answer the following questions in your own words: 

1. What experiment(s) did the scientists perform?  What were the control and experimental groups?

2. What did these scientists discover?

3. What should be the next set of experiments that these scientists perform, and why should they perform this specific set of experiments rather than another set?

4. What important information is missing from this news report that would help our general understanding and confirm the validity of the research?

Activity 2 – Group Debates

The class should divide into groups of 4-6.  Within each group, divide into two sub-groups of 2-3 and debate the following questions for 15 minutes.  As in any debate, be sure to back up your position with at least 3 sound and reasoned arguments on each of the following questions:

1. Is the title of the article accurate or inaccurate?

2. Does this constitute a case of responsible or irresponsible reporting?

Write a 2-3 page position paper in which you defend the opposite position that you defended during the in-class debate.

Activity 3 – Role Playing

The class should divide into 4 groups, with the members of each group assuming the following roles: 1) a cancer patient, 2) a basic research scientist involved in performing these experiments, 3) a news reporter, 4) a pharmaceutical company executive.  

Within each group spend 15 minutes discussing the following questions from the perspective of your assigned role:

1. What were the experimental findings? 

2. What are the implications of these findings and what is the significance of this work?

3. Do you think the title of the article is accurate or inaccurate?

4. Does this constitute a case of responsible or irresponsible reporting?

5. What impact might these findings and this news report have on your life?

Spend the remainder of the class period reporting-out the unique perspective of each role on each of these questions.

Final Assessment – Compare & Contrast

S. Arab, J. Rutka, and C. Lingwood published their original research on in an article titled “Verotoxin induces apoptosis and the complete, rapid, long-term elimination of human astrocytoma xenografts in nude mice” in the journal Oncology Research in 1999 (Vol 11, No 1, pgs 33-39).  Obtain and read a copy of this primary source information from your local university or medical library, or read the scientific abstract online through PubMed at the National Library of Medicine (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi).  

Then, compare and contrast the primary (original research report or scientific abstract) and secondary (news report) sources of information.  What are the strengths and weaknesses of each?  What could be done to make the primary source information more accessible to the general public?  What types of information should a secondary source contain to insure that it accurately conveys the full and true nature of the primary report?

