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Science, Technology, and Society


          STSH 1110 (Humanities credit)

Spring 2011





          STSS 1110 (Social Science credit)

COURSE SYLLABUS

Plenary lecturer: 

    Edward Woodhouse 
woodhouse@rpi.edu 
  
Office: Sage 5708, 276-8506,









office hours by appointment

Discussion section instructors:

    Jon Cluck


cluckj@rpi.edu

Office: Sage 5706

    Kirk Jalbert


jalbek@rpi.edu

Office: Sage 57xx
    Sonia Saheb


sahebt@rpi.edu

Office: Sage 5703

    Denver Tang

tangx3@rpi.edu 

Office: Sage 5704

Course Objectives: This is an introduction to Science and Technology Studies, a field that studies how scientific knowledge claims and technological innovations are developed and utilized. STS researchers try to understand the social effects of innovation, and we develop ideas for redesigning social institutions and practices so that technological civilization can be governed more wisely and more fairly. For students majoring or minoring in STS, this course is a first step; for everyone else, this is an opportunity to become a more thoughtful member of a planetary civilization. 

Learning Outcomes: By the end of the semester, each student will demonstrate improved capacities to understand science and technology as facets of social life. In particular, we will assist students in working toward three intellectual goals: (1) To thoughtfully re-examine what you have grown up believing about science, technology, and "progress;" (2) To clarify your ethical perspectives on the subject, especially your beliefs about the responsibilities engineers and other professionals have toward humanity; and (3) To master course concepts and ideas that illuminate how politics, economics, and culture guide (and fail to guide) technoscientific capacities and utilizations. 

Because Science, Technology, and Society satisfies the Rensselaer requirement for a communication-intensive course in Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences, instructors will assist each class member to achieve three communication goals: (4) To become a more effective writer by choosing priorities for improvement, and then assessing progress on those priorities; (5) To become more skilled in preparing and delivering oral presentations; and (6) To become more effective in oral discourse, for example by learning to draw quieter students into a conversation and by learning to refocus conversations that have become tangential to the intended topic. 

(7) Most generally, students will develop competence at technological criticism – not in the sense of negativity and complaint, but in a constructive manner analogous to a movie critic who evaluates and compares the quality of films based on specifiable criteria. Such analytic skills serve well in professional careers and sometimes in everyday life. Although structured analysis and memorization are essential parts of the learning process, the course offers considerable latitude to develop and express your own ideas. We invite you to take the risk of actually saying what you think, politely disagreeing where warranted with others (including your instructors). 

Learning Assessments: There is no preset formula for how many A’s and B's can be earned, and we will be very glad to award high grades. Assignments are graded on a curve by comparing the best, middle, and weak performances. Instructors will give frequent feedback about how you are doing, including a written midterm assessment in late March showing an overall grade-to-date as well as your standing in the course in all major categories. 

     The weighting:


20% Lecture notes and reflections, and short quizzes held in lecture.


20% Discussion section participation (quality and quantity), together with work 

         assigned by the discussion instructor.  

     
15% Reading quizzes taken online.


10% Oral/written report (see list of potential topics).

     
35% Cumulative Essay (8% 1st installment, 12% 2nd installment, 15% 3rd installment).


Extra credit for substantive questions and comments during the lecture (and for other 

activities – see next page).

Reading Assignments, Homework, and Reading Quizzes: There is just one required book for the course, available for purchase in mid February from Amazon.com: Edward Woodhouse, Science, Technology, and Society, CreateSpace Publishing, 2011. Most other required and extra credit readings will be available on the Blackboard (RPI LMS) site for the course (sign in with your RCS email ID and password). 

     Most class days there will be an easy online quiz on the LMS system, just to encourage everyone to actually do the reading so we can have interesting class discussions. The quiz is to be completed by 12 noon on the day for which the readings are assigned. (Instead, or in addition, there may be a worksheet, short essay, or other written homework, typically handed out at the preceding class meeting by your discussion instructor.) You may skip any three online quizzes without penalty. We will drop the lowest three online quiz grades for students who take all the quizzes, or drop the two lowest online quiz grades for students who miss only one, and so forth.

Individual Research Report: Each student will do extra reading on an issue of your choice, selected from a list of topics your discussion instructor will provide. A sign-up sheet will be circulated in early February to schedule the day of your oral report. The intention is for you to help catalyze class discussion by adding interesting audiovisual and other material to help illustrate the day’s topic. You later will submit a written report on your topic, which should contain added value and not be merely a reiteration of what you said orally. Further specifications will be arranged by your discussion instructor.

Lecture Notes: We usually will supply preprinted questions or other cues to guide you in taking notes on each lecture and video. One question each day will ask you to reflect on the lecture, including making connections with previous lectures and readings. You will submit your lecture notebook four times during the semester. The intention is to assist you in absorbing new material, and reflecting on it. The notes will be essential in writing the course essay described below. You may skip three lectures and the associated notes without penalty. You are welcome to discuss the lectures with classmates and to study together; but if you actually borrow and copy/paraphrase another student’s notes, both borrower and lender must submit a note to your discussion instructor(s) briefly describing which days’ notes were used and to what extent.

Quizzes in Lecture: There will be occasional short, in-class, closed-note quizzes. They will test your understanding of course concepts, and will check how well you’re learning the lecture material. Quizzes early in the semester will always be announced in advance, but later quizzes may be unannounced. There are no make-up quizzes.

Cumulative Essay: Instead of a final exam, you will write an essay thinking through what you’ve learned in the course. The essay is to be based on assigned readings, lectures/videos, and discussions -- and your reflections thereon; no extra reading is required. The intention is for you to figure out your answer to the central question of the course: “What would it take to direct science and technology toward better meeting more humans’ needs more of the time in a world you’d find interesting and fulfilling to live in?” A first installment will be due in late February, a second installment will be due in early April, and the third installment will be due on the last day of class, May 9. A detailed specification of each assignment will be distributed at least ten days in advance.  

Attendance: Attendance is required in all Humanities, Arts, and Social Science courses. You may miss three plenary lectures and three discussion section meetings without penalty, except that everyone must attend the review classes (tentatively Feb 24, April 8, and May 5). The three allowed skips are intended as a cushion for times you really need a long weekend, have a virus, or will benefit more from sleep than from class – so try to hoard your absences for when you most need them. Fourth and subsequent absences each reduce your overall semester grade in the course by 1/3 of a letter (e.g., B+ to B, B to B-, and so on). You may make up excess absences through extra-credit assignments negotiated with your discussion instructor and submitted within two weeks of the absence. 

     Sleeping obviously does not count as attending; if you are having a difficult time staying awake, feel free to slip out briefly for caffeine, fresh air, or a splash of cold water. Missing a scheduled meeting with your instructor without notifying her/him in advance via email also counts as an absence.  

Unusual Health, Family, and Other Situations: Sending a note saying you were ill or at a job interview is appreciated, but does not add to the three "normal" absences discussed above; the normal absence policy is intended to include latitude for such ordinary life events. However, if you come down with a longer-term illness, suffer a family crisis, or have other difficulties that genuinely merit leniency and extra assistance, please arrange for a note from an appropriate source. Notify your discussion instructor as soon as possible should any of these special situations arise; s/he will work with you to get caught up and do make-up work as necessary. 

Extra Credit: You may arrange extra credit to make up for excess absences, to compensate for a weak performance on an assignment, or just to improve your overall grade. For example, you may view and write about films or lectures relevant to the course, write brief commentaries on contemporary news, show a short video clip in class, or negotiate other activities with your discussion instructor. Because the discussion instructors become heavily loaded with their own papers for graduate courses late in the semester, all extra credit work must be turned in by April 21.

Time required: The normal expectation at a university is about two hours of reading/homework for each hour in class. Because we meet for four 50-minutes sessions per week (=3 hours and 20 minutes), the average time required outside of this class should be six to seven hours per week – more during weeks you are working intensively on a major assignment, less at other times. Any week you find yourself doing less than three hours of reading and other outside-of-class work probably indicates either brilliance or deficiency.

Late Submissions: Except in genuine, documented emergencies, late assignments are accepted only via advance arrangement with your discussion instructor. 

Classroom Courtesy: Please treat fellow students and instructors with respect, especially when disagreeing with them. Food and drink are fine to bring to the plenary lecture (try to remove noisy wrappers before entering the classroom). Because of distraction to others from tapping the keyboard coupled with temptation to play online games, do texting, and surf the web, laptops and other electronic devices may not be used during lectures or discussions, except when making an oral presentation or when explicitly authorized by your instructor.
Appealing a grade: We know that grades are important to you, and we intend to communicate clearly about why you are receiving the grades you are. Sometimes graders make mistakes; if you experience a nontrivial discrepancy between the grade you receive and your own appraisal 

of the work, please see your discussion section instructor first, and then see Prof. Woodhouse if you wish. Appeals to higher administrative levels also are possible.

Writing: RPI alums returning to campus consistently report that writing is an important component of their professional work, even for scientists and engineers. In addition to proposals and reports, it is common to write memos and nontrivial emails each day – and anyone who cannot communicate using professional-level English is likely to suffer in annual evaluations and career prospects. We will give feedback on your writing, but we are not writing instructors and therefore advise you to utilize the services of the Center for Communication Practices, located in Folsom Library. Further information: www.ccp.rpi.edu/ or x8983.

Gender-Fair Language:  We expect gender-fair language in writing and speaking. Each time one uses a masculine-oriented word to refer to people in general, the implicit effect, even though unintended, is to whisper: “Women count less.” To become more familiar with the practice, please read "Gender Fair Language,” a Center for Communication Practices E-handout, 

http://www.ccp.rpi.edu/resources/handouts/types-of-writing/gender-fair-language/.

There will be a short quiz on this E-handout during lecture in early February.

Academic Dishonesty: Students have a right to expect that instructors have made careful decisions about the structure and content of a course, and instructors have a right to expect that the assignments students turn in reflect their own efforts to learn and think. Acts to the contrary contradict the spirit of a college education. The Rensselaer Handbook of Student Rights and Responsibilities defines various forms of academic dishonesty and the procedures for responding to them, and we urge you to read it (http://www.rpi.edu/dept/doso/handbook.html). Please note that the penalties for submitting work that is not your own are harsh, including possible expulsion. Your discussion instructor will explain expectations regarding footnotes and related issues. 

ESL/LD Students: Course requirements can be adjusted to serve the needs and capabilities of ESL and LD students, and you are invited to notify the lecturer and discussion instructor about your situation. 

