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Description:		
When	it	comes	to	science,	the	media,	both	in	its	traditional,	and	emerging	forms	play	a	key	
role	in	the	global	transfer	of	information.	Potentially	it	is	a	vital	bridge,	mediating	the	gap	
between	scientists	and	non-scientists,	and	enhancing	the	understanding	of	pressing	
environmental,	social,	and	ethical	questions.		We	live	in	a	world	where	vital	issues	
increasingly	require	an	understand	of	complex	scientific	and	technical	issues.	The	
perennial	problems	of	communication	between	specialists,	and	the	rest	of	us,	are	
complicated	in	our	times	by	a	highly	polarized	climate	of		scepticism	towards	institutions,	
perceived	elites,	and	“fake	news”.		
	
How,	can	an	understanding	of	complex		issues	in	science	be	successfully	communicated	to	a	
wider	audience?	How	can	we	recognize	“bad	science”	even	when	it’s	being	communicated	
brilliantly?	How	can	we	help	others	to	do	the	same?	These	are	just	a	few	of	the	related	
challenges,	all	of	which	have	pressing	implications	for	the	well	being	of	our	society.	Finding	
answers	to	these	questions	is		both	more	vital,	and	more	difficult	than	ever.	This	course	will	
use	traditional		(print,	radio,	film,	TV)	and	new	media	(including	blogs,	vlogs,	and	Twitter)	
to	explore	the	role	of	science	and	scientists	in	society,	and	the	role	of	media	in	conveying	
issues.	Students	will	engage	with	filmmakers,	TV	and	radio	producers,	journalists,	bloggers,	
and	academics	in	order	to	understand	their	approaches,	choices,	and	the	constraints	within	



which	they	they	work.		
	
Course	Objectives:		
In	this	course,	students	will	explore	practical	and	theoretical	issues	around	the	role	the	
media	plays	in	communicating	an	understanding	of	developments	in	the	sciences,	and	their	
implications	in	our	daily	lives.	We		will	turn	to	filmmakers,	radio	and	TV	producers,	
broadcast	executives,	and	others	working	in	this	field	to	gain	an	understanding	of	the	inner	
workings,	and	real-world	forces	that	shape	their	decisions	at	each	step	of	the	process.	Our	
interest	is	learning	how	to	communicate	science	more	effectively,	but	also	how	to	recognize	
“bad	science”	no	matter	how	enticing	the	packaging.			
	
My	specific	objective	in	this	course	is	to	provide	students	with	a	look	“back	stage”	at		the	
challenges,	and	choices	involved	in	the	production	of	science	journalism	(in	the	most	ample	
sense	—	whether	documentary	film	or	Tweets)	for	a	general	audience.	This	simple	
objective	raises	many	questions.	Not	least	among	them:	what	are	the	influences	at	play	in	
the	making	of	a	science,	nature,	medical	or	environmental	documentary?	What	about	a	vlog	
or	radio	broadcast?	How	are	complex	situations	distilled	into	hour-long,	narratives	for	a	
visually	driven	medium	like	film,	or	into	280	characters	for	a	tweet?	What	is	lost,	and	what	
is	gained,	in	the	quest	to	both	tell	the	truth,	and	tell	a	good	story?	How	are	decisions	made	
in	the	contest	between	accuracy	and	simplifying	—	that	slippery	slope	to	“dumbing	down”?	
Given	limited	broadcast	hours,	and	the	demand	for	ratings,	how	do	broadcasters	decide	
what	subjects	will	actually	get	covered?		
	
Each	session	of	Communicating	Science	will	focus	on	a	particular	theme	(nature,	medicine,	
mathematics,	etc)	and	a	particular	medium	(film,	TV,	print,	Twitter,	etc.).	During	that	class	
we	will	deconstruct	a	specific	documentary	film,	program,	website,	etc	in	order	to	illustrate	
and	explore	the	general	topic.	In	each	session,	the	question	asked	will	be	how	scientific	
information	has	been	‘pictured’	for	that	media.	Specific	clips,	excerpts,	or	programs,	will	be	
screened	during	class	to	illustrate	issues,	and	demonstrate	editorial	decisions.		
	
Lecturer	Daniel	Zuckerbrot	is	a	veteran	director,	producer,	and	writer	of	film,	and	
television.	He	has	been	an	independent		producer	for	many	years	and	is	the	founder,	and	
partner	in	his	company	Reel	Time	Images.	He		also	served	stints	as	the	senior	producer	of	
the	CBC’s	The	Nature	of	Things,	and	headed	the	research	department	for	Alliance/Atlantis	
Factual	Production	when	it	was	the	largest	producer	of	documentaries	in	the	country.	He	
will	joined	by	guest	speakers	involved	in	the	making	of	the			M7 ht t7* r77o m 7B v	2 7'
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Marking	Scheme:		
In	addition	to	weekly	preparation	and	class	participation,	student	s	will	be	asked	to	
complete	two	written	assignment	(submitted	through	Turnitin)	and	write	a	final	exam.		
	
"Normally,	students	will	be	required	to	submit	their	course	essays	to	
Turnitin.com	for	a	review	of	textual	similarity	and	detection	of	possible	
plagiarism.	In	doing	so,	students	will	allow	their	essays	to	be	included	
as	source	documents	in	the	Turnitin.com	reference	database,	where	they	
will	be	used	solely	for	the	purpose	of	detecting	plagiarism.	The	terms	
that	apply	to	the	University's	use	of	the	Turnitin.com	service	are	
described	on	the	Turnitin.com	web	site."	
	
Assignment	1	(Due	February	15	at	the	start	of	class)		
-An	analysis,	and	critique	of	a	science	documentary	focusing	on:		
-the	variety	of	ways	that	science	is	incorporated	into	the	film.	
-the	elements	of	the	storytelling	that	affect,	enhance	and	hinder	the	strength	of	the	science	
behind	the	subject	matter.		
-the	influence	of	the	film’s	style,	characters,	and	scenes	as	they	impact	the	effectiveness	of	
the	science.		
Your	paper	should	be	no	longer	than	10	pages	,	double	-	spaced	-	excluding	title	page,	
reference	list,	etc.	It	must	be	submitted	through	Turnitin	(30%)	.		
	
Assignment	2	(Due	March	15	at	the	start	of	class)		
Students	will	be	asked	to	produce	a	thoughtful	and	credible	proposal	for	their	own	science	
film	on	a	subject	of	their	choosing.	They	will	be	asked	to	write	up	a	formal	treatment	(no	
longer	than	10	pages	,	double	-	spaced		excluding	title	page,	reference	list,	etc)	for	a	film	
that	they	might	theoretically	propose	to	a	broadcaster,	including	subject	matter,	theme,	
thesis,	scientific	groundwork	for	the	story,	methods	of	illustrating	the	story,	elements	of	
filmmaking	employed,	scientific	experts	if	any,	scenes,	characters,	locations,	graphics,	and	
other	didactic	elements,	with	an	eye	to	addressing	the	demand	for	both	
entertainment/engagement	value,	and	scientific	integrity.		It	must	be	submitted	through	
Turnitin	(30%)		
	
Class	participation	:	(20%)		
	
Final	Exam:	Will	be	based	on	all	term	material	.	(20%)		
	

Grade	Distribution	Summary	(percentage	of	total)		
	 	

Assignments	(2	@	3	0%	each)		 6	0		

Participation		 2	0		

Final	Exam		 2	0		



Total	Grade	Possible		 100		
 
	
Overview:	the	course,	expectations,	and	objectives.	The	making	of	science	documentaries:	
goals	and	realities.	
	
 
Lecture	Schedule	(tentative):	Schedule	may	vary	according	to	the	availability	of	our	guest	
speakers.		
	
Week	1:	Thursday	January	11	
Objectives:	understanding	the	architecture	of	the	course	and	its	basic	goal	—	the	real	world	
factors	influencing	how	science	is	communicated	to	a	wider	audience.	The	spectrum	of	



thinking,	editorial	decisions	and	communication.	For	example,	in	the	case	of	the	natural	
history	genre:	what	do	we	mean	by	wildlife?	What	do	we	mean	by	nature?	
Filmmaker:	Roberto	Verdecchia	
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Week	4:	February	1st		
Overview:	Where	is	nature	anyway?	
Topic:	Is	my	basement	the	natural	world.	
Objectives:	To	delve	further	in	the	assumptions	that	explicitly,	or	implicitly,	shape	the	
editorial	and	the	artistic	approach	of	the	filmmaker.	
Filmmaker:	Roberto	Verdecchia	
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Suggested	readings		for	next	week.	A	blog	entry	on	a	film	series	that	while	not	science	is	
one	of	the	most	acclaimed	examinations	of	children	and	the	adults	they	became'
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Week	5:	February	8th		
Topic:	The	human	dimension		
Filmmaker:	Eileen	Thalenberg	
Objectives:	To	see	how	those	notions	examined	in	the	last	weeks	can	be	applied	(or	not)	
when	the	film	is	about	human	beings	and	explores	what	some	would	deride	as	a	“soft-
science”.	In	this	case	developmental	psychology.	
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Preparation	for	next	week:		
http://www.siobhanroberts.com/category/articles/	
Read	an	article	from	Ms	Roberts	archive	and	be	prepared	to	question	her. 
''
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Writer:	Siobhon	Roberts	
Objectives:		Understanding	ways	of	approaching	and	communicating	very	abstract	or	
technical	material	.	Understanding	the	differences	in	the	limits	and	possibilities	of	different	
media.	
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Preparation	for	next	week:'
http://www.cbc.ca/radio/quirks	
Listen	to	one	of	the	audio	stories	available	there	and	consider	specific	ways	in	which	the	
same	story	might	have	to	be	presented	differently	in	a	book,	or	film.	
	
Week	10:	March	15th			*Assignment	2	due	at	the	start	of	class	
Topic:	The	audio	world:	radio,	and	podcasts	
Producer:	Tina	Verma	
Objectives:	Extending	the	discussion	to	include	the	differences	between	primarily	visual	
and	auditory	media.	
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Assignments	:		
General	Information	about	Assignments		
Your	papers	should	be	no	longer	than	10	pages,	double	-	spaced,	single	sided	excluding	title	
page,	reference	list,	and	any	figures	or	tables	you	wi	sh	to	include.		
	
Use	the	APA	reference	format.		
	
The	use	of	section	headings	is	strongly	suggested.		
	
Grading:	Evaluation	of	assignments	takes	into	account	correctness,	organization	and	
structure,	as	well	as	research	and	content.	You	will	be	graded	on	the	quality	of	your	work	



Absences:	If	you	need	to	miss	a	practical	or	term	test	for	any	legitimate	reason,	you	must	
submit	appropriate	documentation	within	three	business	days	of	your	absence.	If	the	
reason	for	your	absence	is	medical,	an	official	UTSC	medical	note	must	completed	by	a	
doctor	who	examined	you	while	you	were	ill/injured	(i.e.	not	after	the	fact).	The	medical	
note	can	be	downloaded	at:		
http://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/~registrar/resources/pdf_general/UTSCmedicalcertificate.p
df		
Note	that	conditions	ranked	as	mild	or	negligible	will	not	be	considered	a	valid	excuse.		
	
Missed	term	work:	If	a	legitimate	reason	prevents	you	from	submitting	a	piece	of	term	
work	by	its	posted	deadline,	you	must	submit	appropriate	documentation	within	three	
business	days	of	your	absence.	If	the	reason	is	medical,	an	official	UTSC	medical	note	must	
completed	by	a	doctor	who	examined	you	while	you	were	ill/injured	(i.e.	not	after	the	fact).	
The	medical	note	can	be	downloaded	at:		
http://www.utsc.utoronto.c	
a/~registrar/resources/pdf_general/UTSCmedicalcertificate.pdf		
Note	that	conditions	ranked	as	mild	or	negligible	will	not	be	considered	a	valid	excuse.		
	
Extensions:	Requests	for	an	extension	on	an	assignment	must	be	tendered	in	writing	in	
advance	of	the	due	date.	In	instances	of	illness,	an	official	UTSC	medical	note	must	be	
completed	by	a	physician	(see	above)	.	Other	notes	are	not	acceptable.	Extensions	are	
granted	at	the	discretion	of	the	Professor	(and	the	TAs),	and	may	be	granted	for	other	
significant	emergencies.		
	
Academic	Misconduct	and	Academic	Dishonesty	will	not	be	tolerated.	Students	engaging	in	
misconduct	or	dishonest	practices	on	exams,	quizzes,	or	other	assignments	will	be	dealt	
with	according	to	the	guidelines	established	by	the	university.		
	
Plagiarism:	Please	consult	the	University	Calendar	for	a	discussion	and	outline	of	the	policy	
on	plagiarism	and	academic	integrity	(also	see	proceeding	section	below).	The	sanctions	
can	be	severe.	If,	after	reviewing	the	University	policy,	you	are	uncertain	about	what	
constitutes	plagiarism,	talk	to	your	course	instructor.		
Academic	Integrity:	Academic	integrity	is	essential	to	the	pursuit	of	learning	and	
scholarship	in	a	university,	and	to	ensuring	that	a	degree	from	the	University	of	Toronto	is	
a	stro	ng	signal	of	each	student’s	individual	academic	achievement.	As	a	result,	the	
University	treats	cases	of	cheating	and	plagiarism	very	seriously.	The	University	of	
Toronto’s	Code	of	Behaviour	on	Academic	Matters	(	
http://www.governingcouncil.utoronto.ca/policies/behaveac.htm)	outlines	the	behaviours	
that	constitute	academic	dishonesty	and	the	processes	for	addressing	academic	offences.	
Potential	offences	include,	but	are	not	limited	to:		
In	papers	and	assignments:		
_	Using	someone	else’s	ideas	or	words	without	appropriate	acknowledgement.		
_	Submitting	your	own	work	in	more	than	one	course	without	the	permission	of	the	
instructor.		
_	Making	up	sources	or	facts.		
_	Obtaining	or	providing	unauthori	zed	assistance	on	any	assignment.		



On	tests	and	exams:		
_	Using	or	possessing	unauthorized	aids.		
_	Looking	at	someone	else’s	answers	during	an	exam	or	test.		
_	Misrepresenting	your	identity.		
In	academic	work:		
_	Falsifying	institutional	documents	or	grades.		
_	Falsifying	or	altering	any	documentation	required	by	the	University,	including	(but	not	
limited	to)	doctor’s	notes.		
All	suspected	cases	of	academic	dishonesty	will	be	investigated	following	procedures	
outlined	in	the	Code	of	Behaviour	on	Academic	Matters.	If	you	hav	e	questions	or	concerns	
about	what	constitutes	appropriate	academic	behaviour	or	appropriate	research	and	
citation	methods,	you	are	expected	to	seek	out	additional	information	on	academic	
integrity	from	your	instructor	or	from	other	institutional	resources	(see	
http://www.utoronto.ca/academicintegrity/	).		
Please	consult	the	University	Calendar	for	information	about	grade	distribution	and	
academic	conduct.		
	


