
PSYCH1130: Freshman Writing Seminar 

SCIENTIFIC WRITING FOR LEARNING 
AND MEMORY RESEARCHERS	   

 
Classes meet Tuesdays and Thursdays; 14:55-16:10; Mallot 230 

 
 

INSTRUCTOR CONTACT INFO OFFICE HOURS 

Michelle (Tianyi) Tong 
tt389@cornell.edu 

W249 Corson-Mudd Hall 
Tuesdays; 
8:30-10:00 

 
Course Description 
 

In the age of Twitter and hashtags, the ability to construct clear, concise and accurate 
written piece is of high value. General principles for good writing in word count-limited 
environments apply to scientific writing as well. This course will teach students to be 
effective communicators as scientists and social media gurus! 

 
Course Goals/Learning Outcomes 

 
My main goal for our time together is to help you develop the ability to critique and 
make arguments. Yes, our class is on scientific writing, but I hope you’ll see by the end of 
the semester that scientific writing is just one instantiation of the kinds of argumentation 
made in all fields.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Every young man who feels called to 
scholarship has to realize clearly that the 
task before him has a double aspect. He 

must qualify not only as a scholar but also 
as a teacher.  

Using blind whole-cell recordings, we 
found 33% of M/TCs to be 'silent', yet 
still show strong sensory responses, 
with weak or inhibitory responses in 
'active' neurons. Thus, a previously 
missed M/TC subpopulation can exert 
powerful influence over the olfactory 
bulb 

OneDirection is SO 
WHITE. I was at a 
concert and, for 
sure, 90% of the 
people were girls 
with blonde hair. 
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Within this larger goal, we have several learning outcomes. By the end of the class, you will 
be able to: 
 

(1) Critically read primary scientific literature  
(2) Critique popular science publications (books and news articles) reporting on 

research 
(3) Independently find and use references for writing and reading 
(4) Construct effective arguments, verbally and in writing 
(5) Give effective peer-review feedback (i.e. critically read literature) 
(6) Independently write a scientific review paper 

 
University Policies and Regulations 
 

This instructor respects and upholds University policies and regulations pertaining to the 
observation of religious holidays; assistance available to the physically handicapped, 
visually and/or hearing impaired student; plagiarism; sexual harassment; and racial or ethnic 
discrimination. All students are advised to become familiar with the respective University 
regulations and are encouraged to bring any questions or concerns to the attention of the 
instructor. 

 
Note to Students with Disabilit ies 

 
If you have a disability-related need for reasonable academic adjustments in this course, 
provide Michelle Tong with an accommodation notification letter from Student Disability 
Services. Students are expected to give two weeks’ notice of the need for 
accommodations. If you need immediate accommodations or physical access, please 
arrange to meet with Michelle within the first two class meetings. 

 
Academic Integrity 
 

All the work you submit in this course must have been written for this course and not 
another and must originate with you in form and content with all contributory sources fully 
and specifically acknowledged. Carefully read Cornell’s Code of Academic Integrity. The 
Code is contained in The Essential Guide to Academic Integrity at Cornell, which is 
distributed to all new students during orientation. In addition to the Code, the Guide 
includes Acknowledging the Work of Others, Dealing with Online Sources, Working 
Collaboratively, a list of online resources, and tips to avoid cheating. You can view the 
Guide online at newstudentprograms.cornell.edu/AcademicIntegrity-Pamphlet.pdf. In this 
course, the normal penalty for a violation of the code is an “F” for the term. 
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Collaborative work of the following kinds is authorized in this course: peer review and 
critique of students’ essays by one another and, when approved by the instructor in 
particular cases, collaborative projects by pairs of students. 
 

Grading 
 

I designed the grading method in the class in reaction to my own frustrations with grading 
in the sciences. At the end of a semester, I never felt like my grade accurately reflected my 
knowledge of the class. More importantly, it never reflected how much effort I had put into 
it.  
 

Your grade on your final paper is your grade for this class. 
 
The final paper requires you to integrate and apply all the skills we’ve learned and 
practiced throughout the course. Assignments and readings throughout the course are 
pieces of this final paper that will allow you to practice these skills before applying them to 
the paper. In this way, your final paper is a reflection of your effort and learning over the 
entire class.  
 
That being said, I will schedule a midterm evaluation meeting with you. We’ll meet and talk 
about your performance, and I will give you a “If your grade so far were your final grade, it 
would be _____”. 

 
Feedback/Late Assignments 
 

I will accept late final papers, but the highest grade any late final paper can receive is a B. I 
will also given extensions when requested 4 days prior to the deadline. Details about this 
can be found under the final paper guidelines. 
 
For all other assignments in the class, I will not be giving feedback to late assignments. I 
do, however, encourage you to solicit feedback from your peers. In our class, we’ll be 
learning and practicing how to evaluate each other’s work. I encourage this since each 
assignment builds up to the final paper. 

 
Public Domain Policy 
 

To facilitate the collaborative activities in the class, I must mandate that all student writing 
for the course may be read and shared by all members of the class. 
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What You can expect from Me 
 

1. Good readers are good writers are good readers 
 

We implicitly learn a lot about writing when we read. The more you read, you more familiar 
you’ll become with structures of argument, style, mechanics, etc. I try to help you expand your 
reading/skills in this class. That means whenever we learn a writing skill, we’ll read something 
that demonstrates the skill. Good writers are also stronger thinkers. Writing can often give you 
the metacognitive structures to think about more complex topics. Thus, as you improve in 
writing, you’ll also begin to read more difficult texts. You’ll see that the readings I assign will 
get more and more difficult throughout the course, but you’ll be ready for them. 

 
2. Learn, then apply 

 
If you’ve never played tennis before, how many books do you need to read about it before you 
have become a professional player? It’s all very good to discuss theories of writing or reading, 
but it’s another thing to practice them. As we talk about ways to write or read in this class, I try 
hard to always include an assignment that makes you use that skill. 

 
3. There are some things more important than facts 

 
I noticed that students are obsessed with learning facts and content. “What do I need to know 
for the exam?” Of course, this is an important part of knowledge, but facts are not the only 
form of knowledge out there. Throughout our class we will be reading interesting papers and 
you’ll be learning facts about the brain, about misattribution, “change blindness”. What we 
ignore is the importance examining knowing how we know. As an instructor, I see teaching you 
how to know as something far more productive than teaching you what to know. You can look 
up what change blindness is and you should. What you’ll learn from me is how to reason about 
what makes change blindness important, what does it imply about the world around us, and 
how do we know when to trust information. 

 
4. Make students aware of the explicit goals, then let them guide themselves 

 
One thing I disliked as a student was that teachers said they were treating us like adults, but 
they were constantly setting ultimatums and withholding information from me. What I will try to 
do in this class is give you the information you need to guide your own learning. When I 
introduce an assignment or activity, I will tell you why we are doing it and what I hope you’ll get 
from it. It is up to you to learn it and internalize it. For example, you’ll be asked to write an 
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Abstract later in this class, I will tell you “Writing an abstract allows you to test your reading 
comprehension. If you can summarize something and outline the argument in an abstract, it 
means you were able to get the main point or thesis of the paper.” It will be up to YOU to do 
the actual work and to independently guide your own learning, I’ll give you as much 
information as you need to do that. 

 
5. Students are responsible for their own learning and results 

 
Because I have enabled you to drive your own learning, you are also responsible for your own 
performance in this class. You’re a grown up. If you need to miss a class for anything reason, 
figure out how to make it up. You have Blackboard and you have classmates. You can do it. If 
you are late on an assignment, other than the final, I will not give feedback on the work. But 
you figure it out. Get a classmate to read your work and give you feedback according to what 
they learned in class.  
 
Course Website – Where to find info? Where to turn stuff in? 
 

You’ll be using our Blackboard website to download readings, turn in your writing, and 
reviewing each other’s work. 

 
Course Material 

 
All reading material is available online to students through Blackboard. They will be 
provided in Portable Document Format (pdf). Students are encouraged to use any medium 
to read the material. References for all the material are provided in APA format.  
 

Students are required to have highlighters in 5 different colours. 
 
Course Google Calendar 
 

I created a Google Calendar (“PSYCH1130”) for our class with class times, office hours and 
due dates for written pieces. It is by no means exhaustive, but it will be shared with you. 
Use it as you see fit. You will only have viewing privileges. 
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Tentative Schedule: FALL 2014 
 

The schedule below is a rough outline of our whole semester and it is subject to change. 
Each week on Blackboard, you will find a detailed agenda for each class. 

 
DATE TOPIC 
Tues, 
08/26 

Welcome: Who are you? What do you want from this class? 

Thurs, 
08/28 

What is SCIENTIFIC WRITING? 

Tues, 
09/02 

Anatomy of a scientific paper I 

Thurs, 
09/04 

Anatomy of a (social) scientific paper 

Tues, 
09/09 

History of science – Where do you fit into it all? 

Thurs, 
09/11 

Summary as understanding 

Tues, 
09/16 

Grammar and mechanics during revision 

Thurs, 
09/18 

Writing an argument; Carrying it strong throughout the paper 

Tues, 
09/23 

Field Trip (Meet at Research Desk in Mann Library) – If you want to 
know something, look it up 

Thurs, 
09/25 

Structuring an argument; Outlines 

Tues, 
09/30 

Peer-review 

Thurs, 
10/02 

Who has it right? Arts or Science? 

Tues, 
10/07 

 

Thurs, 
10/09 

Advancing an argument; Writing a conclusion 

Tues, 
10/14 

NO CLASS: Fall Break 
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Thurs, 
10/16 

Midterm review interviews (Schedule will be posted on Bb) 

Tues, 
10/21 

What is a review paper? 

Thurs, 
10/23 

Being your own worst critic – late stage revision 

Tues, 
10/28 

Field Trip (Mann Library) – Citations; Citations; Citations 

Thurs, 
10/30 

Standing on the shoulders of giants, giving credit I 

Tues, 
11/04 

Standing on the shoulders of giants, giving credit II 

Thurs, 
11/06 

Final paper prep 

Tues, 
11/11 

Final paper prep 

Thurs, 
11/13 

Final paper prep 

Tues, 
11/18 

Final paper prep 

Thurs, 
11/20 

Final paper prep 

Tues, 
11/25 

Interview with a scientist – from experiment to publication 

Thurs, 
11/27 

Final paper prep 

Tues, 
12/02 

Final paper prep 

Thurs, 
12/04 

Final paper prep 

12/10-
18 

FINAL PAPER DUE 

 


