
HSTR 282CS:  Darwinian Revolution 
Contemporary Issues in Science Assignment 

Due:  Tuesday, Nov. 21  
 
Overview of assignment - 
According to the MSU Bulletin, Contemporary Issues in Science courses (CS) are focused “on the ways in which 
science contributes to the study of significant problems in the contemporary world, and can help individuals and 
society make informed decisions about these issues.”  In order to do this, CS courses examine “the history of 
particular contemporary scientific issues and the ways in which truths or assumptions about these issues have 
changed over time.  They might examine the social and political consequences of scientific and technological 
discoveries, or ethical issues arising from their use, or how science and scientific methods can aid public, personal, 
and professional decision-making.”   
 
The goal of this assignment is to write a paper that analyzes a current controversy that pertains to evolutionary 
theory.  Using the tools and knowledge provided to you in this course, you should frame your paper within the 
common themes of our class – reductionism, the impact of social forces on science, and the impact of science on 
broader culture.  To this end, throughout the semester you should keep an active eye on current science news.  Try to 
find articles that share a common theme and are of interest to you.   
 
How to do the assignment –  

1. Pick a topic related to evolution from the list below.  If you would like to pick another topic that interests you 
which is not on this list, that is great, but you will need to send an email to Jen by Tuesday, Oct. 10 with a 
short summary of your topic and how it pertains to evolutionary biology.   She will need to approve it before 
you get started.  

2. In writing the paper, you should include the following – explain what the controversy is regarding your topic, 
analyze the different sides of the debate, and address how different sides use science to support their 
arguments.   

3. You will need to use at minimum four sources to write this paper.  Two of your sources must come from the 
reputable news sources listed below.  The other two can come from other sources that address the 
controversy in your topic.  Since this paper is on a contemporary issue, your sources must be from the last 
five years. 

4. Your essay should be three pages in length (about 700-1000 words) and should be typed and double-spaced 
with standard margins and standard 12-point font. 

5. All evidence must be properly cited.  You can use either footnotes or in-text citations.  You must include a 
bibliography of all your citations.  We prefer that you use Chicago style.  A good resource for Chicago style 
citations is https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/717/01/.  We have also included a summary style 
sheet for Chicago style on the resource webpage for the course.   

6. Your paper is due on Tuesday, Nov. 21.  No late papers will be accepted.  Papers should be written in an 
argumentative essay format and will be evaluated according to the rubric on the following page. Please 
email your paper to Jen at jendunn.mt@gmail.com. 

7. This paper represents 25% of your grade, so ask questions, start early, and have fun. 
 
Topics in evolutionary biology – GMOs, stem cell research, antibiotic resistance, pandemics, pharmaceuticals, 
teaching evolution in schools, cloning, vaccinations and public health, food safety (pesticides, hormones, and 
antibiotics), gene therapy, intelligent design, race, gender, immigration, genetic foundation of traits, vivisection, 
genetic testing, government funding of research, disease, astrobiology, human origins, epigenetics, CRISPR 
technology, eugenics, primatology.  
 
Reputable news sources – Science, US News and World Report, Time, Newsweek, New York Times, BBC, CNN, Los 
Angeles Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Scientific American, Associated Press, Reuters, The 
Economist, Wired, Discover, The Christian Science Monitor, The Journal of Evolutionary Biology, Trends in 
Ecology and Evolution, American Journal of Preventive Medicine, Evolutionary Biology, Evolution and Human 
Behavior, American Journal of Bioethics, Bioethics, Journal of the American Medical Association.   



        Unacceptable                    Fair                           Excellent 

ARGUMENT 
Original Argument 

 
& 
 

Logical 
Development 

Reasons are speculative 
or ahistorical. No clear 
argument. 
 
 

Part of an argument is 
developed, but it is vague 
and/or not grounded in 
historical context. 

Thesis is clear and based on sound 
historical reasoning. 
 
 

Readers cannot identify 
logical points in the intro 
or body of essay. 
 

Wording of key phrases is 
sometimes unclear. Some 
points are identifiable. 
 

Points presented clearly at start and/or 
end of paragraphs. 
 

EVIDENCE 
Suitable citations 

from the texts 
 

& 
 

Sound Analysis 

An inadequate amount of 
evidence cited. The 
passages cited do not 
support the points. 
 
 

The passages cited are 
taken out of context 
and/or evidence 
contradicting the thesis is 
suppressed. 
 

Passages cited show sound historical 
reasoning. Strong evidence is provided. 
 
 

No explanations of cited 
passages made. 
 

Attempts at explanations 
are made, but they are 
vague or lack historical 
context. 
 

Passages cited are explained thoroughly 
within a sound historical context. 
 

THOROUGHNESS 
& CONTEXT 

 
Command of course 
material & historical 

context 

Evidence does not link to 
broader course themes 
and arguments. No 
explanation of evidence 
in relation to historical 
context is attempted. 
 

Demonstrates partial 
understanding of course 
themes and historical 
context, but does not 
clearly link thesis and 
evidence to them. 
 

Thesis and evidence clearly reflect and 
explain course themes. Analysis is 
placed within broader historical context 
presented in course. 
 

ORGANIZATION 
Overall Organization 
 

& 
 

Paragraphs and 
Transitions 

Introduction is vague. No 
thesis statement. 
Conclusion is missing or 
points not summarized. 
 
 

Introduction states a 
thesis, but the thesis is 
vague or unclear. 
Conclusion sums up some 
points but leaves 
questions for the reader. 
 

Introduction is focused, and thesis is 
clear. Conclusion sums up main points 
and their importance. 
 

No point can be 
identified in each body 
paragraph. Multiple, 
vague points are raised in 
single paragraphs. 
 

Some paragraphs begin 
with clear, focused points. 
The sequence of points 
may be confusing or 
illogical. 

Each point is distinguished and flows 
into the next clearly. 

PRESENTATION 
Correct grammar 

and appropriate style 
& 
 

Correct Chicago 
Format Guidelines 

Several grammatical and 
spelling errors. Some 
sentences unreadable. 
Essay is sloppy. 
 
 

Some incorrect uses of 
punctuation, spelling, or 
grammar. Some language 
is informal or 
inappropriate. 
 

Language is clear and appropriate for a 
history essay. No errors. 
 
 
 

Chicago rules are 
undermined. Quoted 
passages are not cited or 
cited incorrectly. 
 
 

Some incorrect uses of 
Chicago format. 
 
 
 
 

Footnotes and bibliography or Works 
Cited page and citations are perfect. 
 
 

 
*The categories “Unacceptable”, “Fair”, and “Excellent” do not correspond with letter grades, as some categories are weighed more 
heavily than others. 
 


