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Goals:  The primary goal of this course is to develop your ability to critically discuss and evaluate [orally and in writing] research topics and findings in the neurosciences, using work by Mason Neuroscientists as the basis.  You will attend presentations by neuroscientists, read background literature before each talk, and discuss each talk in class after you attend the presentation.  For six of the talks, you will develop a one-page summary of the talk. For two of those, you will develop a longer [~4-5 pages] summary of the talk and the background literature provided, and for one, you will develop a proposal for conducting additional research in the area.  An ancillary benefit is developing familiarity with neuroscience research at Mason, for those students who seek to work in a faculty lab as part of your undergraduate training.

Class meetings:  Each week, there will be a speaker on Thursday.  The additional one hour of class each week serves multiple purposes.  We will discuss work of the speaker from the previous week, discuss the upcoming speaker’s background reading, and talk about assignments, evaluating work in neuroscience, experimental design and critique, etc.

Grades: 


Short summaries of 6 presentations:

30% [5% ea]

Long summaries of 2 presentations:

20% [10% ea]

Proposal for additional research:


30%

Participation and attendance


20%

Short summaries should be about a page in length, and should concisely summarize what a speaker talked about.  Please note that, while this is a short assignment, you should treat it as a formal writing assignment.  I will provide feedback on your writing, and that should be instructive for your longer papers and final proposal.

Long summaries should be 4-5 pages in length.  This should include:

1. a short discussion of the background reading and its significance

2. a detailed discussion of the presentation

3. a critique of the methods and logic used in the above

4. your conclusions on the work presented

Proposal:  most of these will be in the 10 page range.  You must base the proposal on one of the presentations used for your long summary, as you will have feedback from me to base it on.  The format for the proposal is:

1. Brief summary of background work [literature and presentation, and the literature cited may go beyond the assigned reading]

2. A statement of the problem your proposal will address

3. A general summary of the methods you propose to use; that is, I want to see a design of the experiment, the numbers and species of subjects to be used, the types of tests to be done, and the data to be collected.  You do not have to give me details of tests – I don’t expect details of PCR, ISH, histological work, etc, as there is no requirement for lab work prior to this course.  I suggest that each of you meet with me to discuss appropriate tests before submitting this.

Writing Intensive Statement:  This course meets the Writing Intensive requirement in the Neuroscience major.  It does so through iterative feedback on the summaries, so that each paper preceding the proposal will be given feedback, allowing you to revise and extend the paper for the next level of summary.  Thus, on about 3500-4000 words of writing, you will receive feedback and guidance as you revise and extend your writing, moving from report [short summaries] to report and critically evaluate [long summaries] to report, evaluate, and plan [proposal].

Due dates:


Proposal: last day of classes


Others: Short summaries are due two weeks after the presentation; long summaries are due three weeks after the presentation.  I will try to get papers back within a week of submission, with the following exceptions:


If a short summary comes in later than 2 weeks after the presentation it is based upon, for each week later than 2, I will wait one week before beginning to read it.  If it’s 4 weeks after the deadline, I will wait 4 weeks before reading it.


Ditto if a long summary comes in more than 3 weeks after the presentation.


So, if you want to base your proposal on a particular long summary, and want a week after getting feedback on the long summary to finish your proposal, you must get it to me two weeks before classes end, and no more than 3 weeks after the presentation you are basing it on.

Exception: if you want to base your proposal on one of the presentations late in the semester, I can assign a grade of Incomplete to allow you time to submit and get feedback on the long summary before turning in the proposal. You must talk with me if you intend to do this.

Schedule:  the presentation schedule will be provided at the start of classes.  For the hour each week for which our class meets without presenters, the topics will evolve as we hear the presenters.  Topics covered will include basic design and logic of experiments, what kinds of information particular tests can and cannot give you, more detail on professional writing format in the neurosciences, more detail on the proposal later in the semester, and Q& A on any topics you find of interest.

HONOR CODE: George Mason University has an Honor Code, which requires all members of this community to maintain the highest standards of academic honesty and integrity.  Cheating, plagiarism, lying, and stealing are all prohibited.  All violations of the Honor Code will be reported to the Honor Committee.  See honorcode.gmu.edu for more detailed information.  For this class, while you may discuss materials, including your proposal, with other students, the writing must be your own; any use of the wording of others must be appropriately cited.
DISABILITY: If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me and contact the Disability Resource Center (DRC) at 703-993-2474.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. Accommodations must be arranged in advance.
ATTENDANCE:  Attendance is required and is part of the grade.  Cell phones must be off during class.  
ENROLMENT: Students are responsible for verifying their enrolment in this class.  Schedule adjustments should be made by the deadlines published in the schedule of classes.    Last day to add: Sept 14 [students adding this late will have missed significant material, and I do not provide class notes]; I strongly advise against adding this late.  Last day to drop: Oct 1After the last day to drop a class, withdrawing from this class requires the approval of the dean and is only allowed for nonacademic reasons.  Students may choose to exercise a selective withdrawal.  See the Schedule of Classes for procedures and limits on this.

TECHNOLOGY USAGE STATEMENT:  Important announcements will be distributed by email, and you are required to check your Mason email account to receive these [and to keep your mailbox maintained so that messages will not be rejected for over quota].  Copies of presentations will not be distributed; you must attend the presentations.
