
BIOL 1000.001:  DISCOVER LIFE SCIENCE 
SPRING 2015 

 
 

Location: Language 312. Tuesdays and Thursdays, 11:00 AM to 12:20 PM 
 

 
 
1. Instructor:   

Dr. Samuel Atkinson  
Office: BIOL  210 
Office hours: Tuesday & Thursday 2:00 PM to 3:00 PM or make appointment 
Phone: 565-2694 e-mail: atkinson@unt.edu web: www.ias.unt.edu/scientists/atkinson.html 

 
2. Text:   

Required: 
1. Firestein, S. 2012. Ignorance, Oxford University Press 
2. Kean, S. 2012. The Violinist’s Thumb, Little Brown and Company 

 
3.  Objective: 

This course will expose students to topics in the life sciences. Students will be exposed to the way life 
scientists work and proceed on a day-to-day basis, explore stories buried in human DNA for thousands, even 
millions of years, look back at our ancestors and discover the amazing fact that not a single one of their 
ancestors was felled by an enemy, or by a virus or bacterium, or by a misjudged footstep on a cliff edge, 
before bringing at least one child into the world, and finally use computational simulators to explore life. 

 
4.  Course grade:   
 

A. Scale:  
90 – 100 points = A   60 – 69 points = D 
80 – 89 points = B     < 60 points = F 
70 – 79 points = C  

 
B.  You will be graded based on your participation inside and outside of class. I will not look at your 

creative work and give it a grade, but I will be looking at your work ethic and participation in the 
class, and the degree to which you are applying yourself to this challenging material. This will be 
the main factor in the grade for the course. You begin the semester with 100 points, and your final 
grade will be determined by the number of point deductions you have acquired during the semester: 

 
Discussion.  This course is primarily about discussing with your colleagues “things” you find 

interesting or new or astonishing or unbelievable or disgusting or otherwise thought-
provoking about the assigned reading materials. For each reading assignment, you must 
identify at least two (2) different things that catch your attention, and then do a little 
additional research that you will share with the class. Perhaps you find a scholarly paper 
that helps you understand the thing better, or clarifies a fact, or contradicts the thing. 
Perhaps you find a YouTube video that would be appropriate to show the class. Perhaps 
there is a New York Times article, or a National Geographic Magazine article that 
highlights the thing. Perhaps you find a Wikipedia article about a person mentioned in 
reading assignment. These outside research activities are what you will contribute to the 
class discussion. Students will be selected randomly and asked to share your research 
findings with the class. 

Preparation for in-class discussions. To be prepared to for class, and to be ready to contribute to our 
discussion, you must read the assigned materials and conduct your research prior to class. 
To ensure you are prepared, you must “document” the two “things” uncovered by your 
research activity. To document your research efforts, you must prepare a “cheat sheet” that 
lists the two things in the reading materials that sparked your curiosity by chapter number, 
page number and line number, and the word or phrase that triggered your outside research.  
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If your “cheat sheet” is not completed or is not turned in on time (at the beginning of each 
class), there will be a one-point (1) deduction for preparation and/or tardiness. 

Attendance. An absence from a class will result in a two-point (2) deduction. Missing the class is, 
in effect, missing the course itself. The discussions simply cannot be made up 
independently. To demonstrate how strongly I feel about this, I will credit everyone in the 
class with two points for any class for which I simply do not show up (this does not 
include a class where there is advanced notice). 

Computational simulations. A series of computational simulations will be assigned. You will be 
required to show the simulations, or the results of the simulations to the class. One-point 
(1) deductions will be assessed if simulations have not been completed on time. All 
simulations must be complete by final exam time, or there will be a three-point (3) 
deduction for each incomplete exercise. 

Finally, focus is pivotal in the success of your growth as a university student, so the class 
atmosphere must be as maximally conductive to that as possible. If I have to call you out 
for talking, or texting, or otherwise being disruptive, you will get a one-point (1) 
deduction each time. Just understand that, for the duration of a class, you are 
incommunicado to the outside world. Embrace the freedom that brings you. 

Final exam. The final exam is worth ten (10) points. The final exam is not difficult, but you must 
be in attendance to retain these points. 

 
I am very aware that things come up in life. The grading system is set up to allow for the occasional 
issues that may come up (illnesses, emergencies, unavoidable commitments, unintentionally 
forgetting to turn off your phone, etc.). Do not ask for further leeway on this. The leeway you desire 
for unexpected occurrences is built into the grading system. There are no “excused absences” 
available. There is no “extra credit” available. 
 
The final exam is scheduled for: Tuesday, 12 May 2015, 10:30 AM [don’t be late!] 

 
5.  Policy on Incompletes:   
 

An incomplete (I), is a non-punitive grade, given only during the last one-fourth of a semester and only if a 
student is (1) passing the course; (2) has a justifiable reason why the class cannot be completed on 
schedule; and (3) arranges with the instructor to finish the course at a later date by completing specific 
requirements that the instructor will list on the grade sheet turned in at the end of the semester.  All work 
must be completed within the time specified by the instructor (not to exceed one year after taking the 
course). 

 
6.  Disability Accommodation: 
 

The University of North Texas complies with Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act and with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.  If you have a verified disability, please see me at your earliest 
convenience so that we can discuss your needs.  I will assure that accommodations are made so that you are 
provided equality in your educational experience in my class.  

 
7.  Important Dates:  
 

a) Last day for change of schedule other than a drop (last day to add a class). 23 January 2015 

b) Last day to drop a course or withdraw from the university with a grade of W for courses a student is not 
passing. After this data a WF may be recorded. 2 March 2015. 

c) The last day to withdraw from the semester. Process must be completed by 5 pm in the Dean of Students 
Office. 24 April 2015 

8.  Policy on Scholastic Dishonesty:  
  

Scholastic dishonesty will not be tolerated. Students who are found to have committed scholastic dishonesty (all 
forms, including but not limited to copying from another student’s exam or homework, using another student’s 
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clicker, or plagiarism) will fail this course.  The term ‘plagiarism’ includes, but is not limited to: (1) the knowing 
or negligent use by paraphrase or direct quotation of the published or unpublished work of another person without 
full and clear acknowledgment; and (2) the knowing or negligent unacknowledged use of materials prepared by 
another person or agency engaged in the selling of term papers or other academic materials.  Examples: copying, 
word for word, even a phrase, from a publication, including web pages, without placing quotes around the phrase 
and citing the source.  Students suspected of academic dishonesty will automatically be assigned a grade of "I" 
(incomplete) until the matter is resolved through proper procedures.  Students found to have committed scholastic 
dishonesty will fail this course.  Students are expected to know their rights and responsibilities as put forth in the 
University of North Texas Catalog and the Student Guidebook. 

 
 

Week Date Topics 

1 Jan 20 & 22 

SC
IE

N
CE

 

ADMINISTRATIVE DETAILS: Review syllabus, course expectations, etc. 
LEARNING:                                    A technique for remembering stuff for science. 
IGNORANCE:                                 It is very difficult to find a black cat in a dark 

room, especially when there is no cat. 

2 
 

Jan 27 & 29 
 

FINDING OUT:                               Observation, hypothesis, manipulation, further 
observation, new hypothesis 

LIMITS, UNCERTAINTY, IMPOSSIBILITY, AND OTHER MINOR 
PROBLEMS: The notion of discovery. 

3 Feb 3 & 5 

UNPREDICTING:                           The direction of future science; to see where 
science will take us, what new mysteries it will 
present, to imagine the future. 

THE QUALITY OF IGNORANCE: A productive state of scholarship, 
experimentation and hypothesizing – it is both 
the beginning of the scientific process, and its 
result. 

4 Feb 10 & 12 

YOU AND IGNORANCE:             How you can use ignorance to understand the 
activity broadly called science and the things it 
produces, rather than being alienated by 
something you know you depend on.  

A,C,G,T AND YOU:                       Our animal past: making things that crawl and 
frolic and kill. Genes, freaks, DNA; how living 
things pass down traits to their children;  

LI
FE

 

5 Feb 17 & 19 

A,C,G,T AND YOU, continued:     the near death of Darwin and why geneticists 
tried to kill natural selection; how nature reads 
and misreads DNA; the kinds of information 
stored in DNA 

6 
 

Feb 24 & 26 
 

A,C,G,T AND YOU, continued: 
 
OUR ANIMAL PAST:                    Why life evolved so slowly and then explode in 

complexity; our most ancient and important 
DNA. 

7 Mar 3 & 5 
OUR ANIMAL PAST, continued: How much human DNA is actually human; what 

genes make mammals mammal. 
 

8 Mar 10 & 12 
  

OUR ANIMAL PAST, continued: 

March 17 & 19 Spring Break 

9 Mar 24 & 26 

 

HOWARD HUGHES MEDICAL INSTITUE: Virtual Labs: the virtual stickleback 
evolution; the transgenic fly virtual lab; the 
bacterial identification; the cardiology lab; the 
neurophysiology lab; immunology 
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Week Date Topics 

10 March 31 & 
Apr 2 

LI
FE

 

GENES AND GENIUSES:             How humans almost went extinct; how did 
humans get such large brains; how deep in our 
DNA is artistic genius 

11 Apr 7 & 9 

HOWARD HUGHES MEDICAL INSTITUE: Virtual Labs: the virtual stickleback 
evolution; the transgenic fly virtual lab; the 
bacterial identification; the cardiology lab; the 
neurophysiology lab; immunology 

12 Apr 14 & 16 

THE ORACLE OF DNA:               Genetics in the past, present and future; what can 
genes teach us about historical heroes; why don’t 
humans have more genes than other species; how 
come identical twins aren’t identical; what does 

13 Apr 21 & 23 
 

THE ORACLE OF DNA:               what does the future hold: 

14 Apr 28 & 30 

DI
SC

O
VE

R COMPUTATIONAL SIMULATIONS: 

15 May 5 & 7 COMPUTATIONAL SIMULATIONS: 

16 May 12 FINAL EXAM – 10:30 AM, Tuesday, 12 MAY [Don’t be late!] 
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