
71:215/225 Topics in Pharmacological Sciences 
 
This class will provide an opportunity for graduate students and post-doctoral fellows with 
interest in the pharmacological sciences to gain exposure to current research appearing in the 
primary literature. At each meeting, students will participate in the discussion of a peer-reviewed 
research paper presented by a member of the class. Topics will be selected by the student 
presenter assigned to each meeting.  
 
Paper Selection and Presentation: 
 
Each participating student will be assigned one presentation per semester. The student may select 
a topic related to research in their laboratory or may present a different topic of their own 
interest. In either case, the presenter will select a current (i.e. published within the last 12 
months) and peer-reviewed journal article representing leading edge advancements in the topic 
of choice. The student will prepare and deliver a presentation (PowerPoint or equivalent) 
consisting of relevant background information and the experimental results and interpretations 
from the selected article. The presenter will also lead a critical discussion of the work reported in 
the article and its significance to the field. The presentation and discussion should be planned to 
fill 45 – 50 minutes. This presentation will be evaluated by the Course Director and will 
constitute 40% of the final grade. 
 
Each student presenter will submit their choice of topic and primary article to the Course 
Director two weeks prior to their scheduled presentation. In addition to the primary research 
article, the presenter may also elect to submit a short and focused review article (or “News & 
Views” feature) that introduces the topic to the class. The submission should include a brief 
justification (a few sentences) for the importance of the selected article to a specific field and its 
potential general interest to pharmacological scientists. The research article selected is expected 
to represent current work with high impact and broad general interest within the pharmacological 
sciences and related disciplines. Articles presenting more incremental advancements or having 
limited interest outside a narrow field will be discouraged. The student presenter will also have 
the opportunity to select the format of the related written assignment (see below). 
 
Written Assignment: 
 
Prior to each meeting, students (except the presenter) will prepare a short written assignment 
related to the paper being presented. These assignments are due at the beginning of each 
meeting, and no late papers will be accepted. These reports should generally not be longer than 
½ page (single spaced, 1” margins, 12 pt. font) and should respond to an assignment selected by 
the student presenter. Each report will be scored on a 5-point scale, and the sum of these 
scores will constitute 30% of the final grade.  
 



The presenter for each meeting will select the format of this assignment from those below, or 
may submit their own ideas to the Course Director along with their choice of topic and journal 
article. 
 

Potential assignments: 
1. Describe the experiment(s) that supports the key conclusion of this paper. Be clear on 

how the results of this experiment directly support this conclusion as opposed to other 
possible interpretations. 

2. Describe how the conclusions derived from this work advance the field. Be clear on 
what gap in knowledge existed before this work was completed, how it was resolved 
by the results of the work, and why this represents an important advancement. 

3. Evaluate the potential for critical flaws in the approach, results, or interpretations 
presented in the paper and whether these may impact the conclusions. If you see no 
flaws, justify how the critical experiment(s) are appropriately controlled to support 
only the conclusions presented by the authors. 

4. Describe a new question or line of investigation that is suggested by the results and 
conclusions of this work. Be clear on how this represents a distinct change from ideas 
supported by previous observations. Also, briefly suggest potential approaches that 
might be useful in addressing this new idea/question. 

5. Describe any technical or methodological innovations showcased in the paper. 
Discuss to what extent these new methodologies represent advances over more 
established techniques, and to what extent they were important in addressing the 
research question and advancing the field. 

 
Discussion: 
 
Students are expected to come to each meeting prepared to discuss and evaluate the journal 
article and topic that will be presented. Satisfactory participation in this discussion will be 
demonstrated by asking of questions during the student presentation, responding to questions 
offered by the presenter, and voluntary comments offered during discussions following the 
presentation. Students will receive one point for each meeting in which they participate. Students 
attending without participating will receive no points. The sum of these points will constitute 
30% of the final grade. 
 
Attendance: 
 
Students are expected to attend each scheduled meeting. Students with unexcused absences will 
forfeit all discussion and written assignment points for the missed meeting. Requests for excused 
absences may be submitted to the Course Director prior to an expected absence. Otherwise, 
absence will only be excused in the case of illness or emergency. Students with excused absences 
will still be expected to complete the written assignment, but will not be penalized for missing 
discussion.



Final Grading: 
 
Letter grades will be awarded based on combined points awarded for presentation, written 
assignments, and participation in discussions. 

Presentation 40 
Written Assignments (percentage of total assignment pts * 0.3) 30 

Discussions (percentage of total discussion pts * 0.3) 30 
TOTAL Course Points 100 

 
 

Grade Course Points 
A 90 - 100 
B 70 - 89 

C or lower 69 or lower 
 


