
Homework: questions on Scientific American article

by Hale, de Boer, Chanton, and Spiller*

One of my learning goals for this course is for you to be able to read and understand scientific journal articles.  We will be working toward that goal all semester, essentially by practicing careful, analytical reading skills.  Now, in one sense, reading journal articles is just like reading anything else.  But there are two challenges (I think) to reading the scientific literature.  First, journal articles are designed to convey research results to an audience of experts (professional geologists, not undergraduate students).  Second, these same articles are designed to convey that information as succinctly as possible (journals generally limit authors to a certain number of words or pages).  I will do my best to teach you the background information you need in order to understand each article, before we read it.  To address the second challenge, it helps to focus your attention on what you want to glean from the article.  So, to get the most out of the articles I assign this semester, here are some fundamental questions to keep in mind:

1. What basic research question are the authors trying to answer?

2. What makes that research question significant?  (That is, why try to answer that question?  Why does it matter?)

3. What data did the authors collect?

4. What is the authors’ interpretation of their data?

5. Do you think that the data they collected supports their conclusions?  Why or why not?  

For example, our first article describes the results of some interdisciplinary research in Greece.  In preparation for our class discussion of that research, please answer the following questions.  Please bring two copies of your typewritten answers to these questions to class on Friday.  One is to turn in at the beginning of class; one is for your own reference during the discussion.

1. Scholars disagree about the origin of the powers of the oracle in the Temple of Apollo, at Delphi.  To what geological circumstances did ancient Greek scholars attribute the oracle’s powers?  What archaeological evidence seemed to contradict that explanation?

2. Why is that scholarly disagreement important?  For example, how would proving that the ancient Greek scholars were right affect our views of ancient Greek culture and history?  

3. What geological, chemical, and medical data did the authors collect, to test the geological explanation of the oracle’s powers?  

4. What is the authors’ interpretation of the data they collected?  Do they think the ancient Greeks were right about the source of the oracle’s powers? 

5. And now, the really big question: do you think that the data the authors collected supports their conclusions?  Why or why not?  It may help you, in answering this question, to outline the authors’ argument, step by logical step, and check to make sure that each link in their chain of logic holds up.  If so, that’s your answer to “why;” if not, that’s your answer to “why not.”  
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