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Welcome! 
This course has been designed to help cultivate a variety 

of essential skills required to become successful in your 

scientific career. It is in part a journal club and a writing 

class. It is designed to provide preparation for the 

doctoral oral exam. This preparation includes learning to 

evaluate research designs and pharmacology literature.  

 

By design, elements of this course will overlap with other 

courses or experiences, but the total experience is 

intended to be unique. By learning to organize and tell a 

story, you will be more equipped to write papers and 

grants. Skills developed and practiced in this course 

should also make you a more astute reader of the 

literature, a more confident speaker, and a scientist more 

capable of selecting appropriate methods to 

experimentally answer a given question. 

 

Spring 2019 

Thursdays; 10:00 – 11:50 am 

GMB 4007 

Credit Hours: 1 

Department: Pharmacology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Information 
John Sondek, PhD  

(Course Director) 

4060 GMB 

sondek@med.unc.edu 
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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

Objectives/Expectations 
1. To learn to more critically evaluate the published literature. Specifically, we will focus on the development 

of hypotheses, appropriate experimental design and methods, and the conclusions that can be drawn from 
a given set of data. 

2. To gain an understanding of the applications and limitations of a broad spectrum of techniques. 

3. To gain experience in oral scientific presentation skills, particularly in the context of a chalk talk. 

4. To gain experience in writing persuasive discourse: how to present your position logically, concisely, and 
with a coherent narrative.  

5. To practice fostering and leading discussions of scientific papers.  

Course format 
Each class will be split into two parts. During the first part, one student will present a scientific paper that is 

either foundational to the student’s up-coming DOE or that is directly relevant to on-going thesis research being 

undertaken by the student. The choice of scientific paper is left to each student. However, if uncertain in your 

choice, please feel free to discuss possibilities with the instructor. The goal is to use papers that are scientifically 

solid with no obvious fatal flaws that undermine the major conclusions of the work. Papers that have logical 

conclusions that are rigorously substantiated by the presented data are the best for learning and the easiest to 

present. Presentations will be given a the style of chalk-talks and  should emphasize the same points described 

in the instructions for written critiques.  

The second part of each class will be reserved for discussion of written critiques of the presented papers. With 

the exception of the student presenting that week, all students will provide a written critique of the presented 

paper following the associated instructions. These critiques are to be submitted prior to class and only to the 

teaching assistant. The TA will anonymize and compile the critiques and associate each with a unique identifier 

before uploading for general access. By the following class, all students will read all critiques, rank order (1 being 

best) using the unique identifiers, and then provide ranks to the TA. Please do not rank your own critique. We 

will use the compiled critiques to discuss associated hypotheses and research designs. The critiques will also be 

used to discuss writing techniques. Therefore, the second portion of each class is reserved for discussion of the 

written critiques of the previous week’s presentation.  

The overall schedule is as follows: 

 Week 1: Initial presentation of a paper by the Instructor. Review syllabus materials. 

 Week 2: Initial presentation by a student. Review critiques of original paper provided by the instructor.  

 Week 3: Subsequent presentation by a new student. Review critiques of paper presented in previous 

week.  

 Subsequent weeks: Repeat week 3 until all students have presented.  

At the end of the course, the individual with the best cumulative rank will receive a copy of “Garner’s Modern 

English Usage.” The gems is this book will last a lifetime. The book will be presented as part of the final class, or 

if so desired, picked up from the TA through prior arrangement.  

Who can you talk with about this class? This is not a closed-book course—please discuss your questions with 

the course director for guidance on course requirements and expectations if you're unclear or want to make 

suggestions. Make liberal use of faculty, post-docs, techs and other students as resources. Discuss with your 

friends. 
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Grading 
Paper presentations 
Criteria for evaluation include how well the chosen paper has been described and how well the presenter has 

interacted with the audience to convey important information and answer questions. Points about the research 

paper that should be addressed include: hypothesis, research design, data generated and its interpretation, as 

well the wider significance of the work and its potential limitations including alternative approaches.  

Written critiques 
Overall, critiques will be judged for their persuasiveness. Positions should be clear, concise, and logically 

coherent with multiple examples supporting major points.  

Attendance 
On-time attendance is mandatory. Excused absences and make-up work will be considered on a case-by-case 

basis and must be arranged at least a week in advance. Please contact the course director by email as soon as 

possible if you know you will be unable to attend. Unexcused absences will be counted against your overall 

grade.  

In-class participation 
Class participation is expected and encouraged. Participation includes relevant questions as well as insightful 

comments for both the in-class presentations and critique reviews.  

This course is designed to be highly interactive. Robust participation requires that you have undertaken your 

homework assignments with diligence.  

Finally, please remember to support your colleagues. Criticism must always be constructive and designed to 

help not hinder.  

 


