
SCIENTIFIC LITERACY FOR THE EVERYDAY CONSUMER 
Kimberly Babcock Mashek, Wartburg College, Waverly, Iowa 

kim.babcock@wartburg.edu 

Poster can be viewed online at http://www.wartburg.edu/library/infolit/index.html. 
 

ALA STS Poster Session 2006 

 
Lesson Purpose and Objectives: 
The purpose of the lesson is to introduce students to methods and resources to help them think 
critically and understand scientific literature.  The lessons objectives are as follows: 

• Describe the process of scientific discovery 
• Compare a popular article  with a scholarly paper written by the scientist themselves 
• Understand and paraphrase the gist of an article in the science journal 
• Think critically about the similarities and differences in how scientific information is    

communicated to specialists and laypeople. 
 
Lesson Plan: 
This lesson is two parts with the first part focusing on tools and resources the library has that 
help in understanding scientific terminology when reading a scientific article.  The students are 
given a list of discipline-specific scientific terms [Figure 1] to define and use their critical 
thinking skills to determine the proper definition.  One example of a term is “centaur” which, 
when used pertaining to astronomy, is one of the most magnificent southern constellations and 
not a mythical being, as defined in mythology.  With this lesson I demonstrate subject-specific 
dictionaries and encyclopedias and also electronic reference products.  This part also helps to 
reinforce search strategy, which is taught in other information literacy lessons. 
 
Part two of the lesson has the students compare a popular newspaper article announcing a 
scientific discovery with the scholarly paper written by the scientist themselves. [Figure 2]  This 
activity gets the students to think critically about the similarities and differences in how scientific 
information is communicated to specialists and laypeople.  It also shows students how 
information on a scientific subject can be very general or very specific depending upon the 
source in which they are viewing.  Reading the scientific discovery article shows how the media 
can inaccurately report a scientific finding by making exaggerated claims about the discovery 
that aren’t made in the scholarly article by scientists due to the limited topic scope. The 
assignment also reinforces how important background information can be when investigating an 
unfamiliar subject area. The students then write a four-to five-page hands-on critical comparison 
report for their professor.   
 
Figure 1:  Scientific Terms List (Printed on Back) 
 
Figure 2: Discovery Article vs. Scholarly Journal Article 
Sample Articles:   

• Borenstein, Seth. "9,000-Year-Old Dental Drill Is Found." Associated Press Apr. 6, 2006. 
Online. LexisNexis® Academic. 20 June 2006. 

• Coppa, A., et al. "Palaeontology: Early Neolithic Tradition of Dentistry." Nature 
440.7085 (2006): 755-6. 

 
This lesson is adapted from: 

• Gremmels, Jill. "Scientific Discovery as Portrayed in Popular Media." Empowering 
Students II : Teaching Information Literacy Concepts with Hands-on and Minds-on 
Activities. Ed. Carol Anne Germain and Deborah Bernnard.. Pittsburgh, PA: Library 
Instruction Publications, 2004. 149-152. 



Astronomy: 
Centaur 
 
Barycenter / barycentre 
 
Bolide 
 
Physics: 
Waveguide 

Conservation 

Isotope 

 

Genetics: 
Zygote 

Allele 

Chromosome 

 

Chemistry: 
Titration 

Polymer 

Absolute Alcohol 

 

Medicine: 
Janeway lesions 

Sandwich Therapy 

Tumid 

 

Material Science / Condensed Matter: 
Glass 

Crystal 

Unit Cell 

 

 

 

Computer Science: 

Turing machine 

Polynomial time 

RSA 

 

Mathematics: 
Analytic 

Holomorphic 

Ring 

 

Cosmology: 
Dark energy 

Inflation 

Hubble Constant 

 

Geology: 
Batholith 

Pyroclastic 

Moraine 

 

Meteorology: 
Stepped leader 

Hadley cell 

Inversion 

 

Environmental science: 

Ozone hole 

Greenhouse effect 

Ablation 


