GEOL315-002/GEOL500-001 & EVPP505-002:

SCIENTIFIC ETHICS: Scientific Research in Modern Society

Prof. Robert M. Hazen

Fall Semester, 2005

Enterprise 173, Monday (1:30-4:10pm)

For Week #6 (TUESDAY October 11, 2005): This week’s reading and discussions continue to focus on cases of scientific misconduct. Here we’ll get into some topics where the degree of misconduct and appropriate sanctions are less obvious.

1. Read the attached opening sections of my book, The Breakthrough: The Race for the Superconductor and consider the following questions:

a. What was Paul Chu’s dilemma?

b. How did he decide to protect his results?

c. Was his conduct unethical?

d. Did anyone else in this case act unethically?

e. What might have been done differently in this incident? What would you have done in Chu’s place?

2. Read the articles on peer review. Be prepared to discuss ethical actions with respect to peer review. Specifically:

a. Under what circumstances should a scientist recuse him/herself from reviewing another scientist’s work?

b. Are you ever justified in giving a proposal or paper a bad review because you have negative feelings about the scientist who submitted the work?

c. If you gain a new insight into your own research while reviewing someone else’s paper or proposal, is there any circumstance under which it’s ethical to take advantage of that new insight?

d. What are the advantages and disadvantages to publishing without peer review?
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For Week #7 (No classes on October 17th): During the Spring Break take a trip to the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History and spend at least 2 hours looking carefully at the controversial exhibit “Science in American Life.” Write an essay (up to 1000 words = 4 pages double spaced) on your reactions to the exhibit in light of the following questions:

1. What is the central theme of the exhibit? Is the Museum justified in this theme?

2. This permanent exhibit examines five time periods: 1876-1920, 1920-1940, 1940-1960, 1950-1970, and 1970 to the present. Identify and describe one instance of questionable ethical actions associated with each of the five time periods covered by the exhibit. Do these instances have anything in common?

3. What is your opinion of the exhibit? In other words, is it successful at presenting its theme? How would you describe its strengths and weaknesses to a friend, and would you recommend that others go to see the exhibit?

For your interest I’ve attached some reviews of the exhibit, which caught a great deal of criticism from scientists and from members of the American Chemical Society, which was a major contributor to the $5,300,000 price tag. Do you agree with the reviewers?

The essay is due in class on October 24th.
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Week #8 (October 24, 2005): Authorship and credit 

1. Your essays on the Museum exhibit are due today, and we’ll spend some time discussing your reactions to the exhibit.

2. Extra credit if you can find any other reviews or commentary about the Smithsonian exhibit.

3. Read the attached articles on coauthorship and be prepared to discuss ethical aspects of being an author.

4. I’ll be bringing in materials to share with you about three difficult cases that I’ve been personally involved with about coauthorship and credit.

5. Be prepared to offer your own experiences, either your own or those of friends, regarding improper allocation of credit for a creative project.

