
Rubric for Class Discussions – version 2  
 
Papers will be assigned on the website once a week.  All students are expected to have read the 
assigned paper before class and come to class prepared to discuss it.  Students should come to class 
with a hardcopy or an electronic version of the paper so that they can adequately participate. 
 
The goal of the exercise is to learn to read the scientific literature critically.  Critically does not mean 
that you disagree with what was written. Why is it a great paper?  What flaws does it have? Think about 
follow up experiments that might test alternative hypotheses. When you read the paper, take notes on 
it.  Try to understand each figure and the methods.  You can discuss the paper with each other or e-mail 
the professor, if you can’t figure something out. Determine the following: 

A. What is the basic background behind this paper? Why was it written? 
B. What is the big question addressed in this paper? There may also be smaller questions that are 

actually addressed, but put this paper in the context of a global question. 
C. What were the hypotheses being tested (if any)? They might not explicitly state a hypothesis, 

but think about the model they have in their minds for why they did the experiments.   
D. What was found? Summarize the paper; do not go figure-by-figure through the paper. This 

should be a higher-level discussion of the overall content of the paper. If you were to discuss a 
movie, you would not go scene by scene.  However, if there were a critical scene, you might 
discuss it in depth. The same is true for the paper, if there were a critical experiment or figure or 
if the methods were novel, you could discuss these aspects in depth. 

E. What was the overall significance of the paper? This extends beyond the results of the paper 
itself. 

Here are some resources for reading scientific papers: 
http://www.cs.columbia.edu/~hgs/netbib/efficientReading.pdf  
http://www.owlnet.rice.edu/~cainproj/courses/HowToReadSciArticle.pdf  
 
Five students will be appointed at random in class to be Discussants. Therefore, all students need to be 
prepared to discuss the paper.  Discussion is informal and does not involve Powerpoint.  The Discussants 
should do the following: 

1. Quickly summarize the paper in no more than 10 min.  Go over points A-E (above). 
2. Take turns discussing.  The first person starts with A, the second with B, and so forth. 
3. End with a general discussion of whether the paper did what they set out to do.  Did they 

adequately test the hypothesis?  Are there other explanations for the results? 
After the end of the discussion, the class can ask questions or contribute further to the discussion if they 
felt there were things that were overlooked.  The professor may interject if the discussion seems to go 
off track or if some students are dominating the discussion too much.   
Discussion will end promptly at 2:45. 
 
Grading (out of 10 points): 
Disscussants:  
7pts – was present but did not participate in discussion 
8pts – participated adequately 
9pts – participated well; spoke up and moved the discussion forward 
10pts – excellent participation; had insightful comments on paper. 
 
Class 
1-3pts extra credit for speaking up in class. 
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