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BIOL 490 Senior Seminar     Black Hills State University (Fall 2019) 
 
Description: A highly focused and topical course.  The format includes student presentations and 
discussions of reports based on literature, practices, problems, and research.  Two credits. 
 
Prerequisite:   Biology major with senior standing 
 
Instructors: 

Justin Ramsey:   Jonas Science 168; ramsey.teaching@gmail.com; (605) 642-6193 
Tara Ramsey: Jonas Science 168; ramsey.teaching@gmail.com; (605) 642-6193 

 
Office Hours:  

Mondays noon-1 PM, Tuesdays noon–1 PM, Thursdays noon–1 PM, Friday 4–5 PM. 
 
Meeting Time:   Tuesdays 4:00-5:50 PM (Jonas Science 142) 
 
Important Course Dates: 
 Census date (last day to drop without transcript entry):  5 September 2019 
 Last day to drop course with automatic "W":  8 November 2019 
 IDEA surveys administered:  18 Nov. – 6 Dec. 2019 
 
Course Web Site   http://www.ramseylab.org/   (follow links under Teaching heading) 
 

The course website provides readings, assignment descriptions, copies of the syllabus, PDFs of 
selected scientific papers, and photographs of class activities.  Please visit frequently! 

 
Instruction Methods:  Senior seminar is organized around a biological theme and uses classroom 

discussion, oral presentations, literature review, and writing assignments to engage students in the 
scientific method and current research emphases in biology and allied disciplines. 

 
Course Goals:  This course seeks to make biology majors proficient in the use of literature databases and 

interpretation of published papers; experienced in scientific writing and presentations (including use 
of PowerPoint); and knowledgeable about career opportunities in biology and the steps required to 
achieve professional goals (CV/resume writing, graduate school, internships, etc.). 

 
Biological Theme:  The emphasis of BIOL 490 this semester is biological invasion, a phenomenon in 

which organisms colonize new geographic regions and undergo rapid demographic expansion.  Some 
invasive species are abundant and exert negative impacts on agricultural systems, urban landscapes, 
human communities, and native flora and fauna.  Biological invasion involves a great diversity of 
organisms (animals, plants, protists, bacteria, fungi) and is studied in different contexts (ecology, 
evolution, genetics and molecular biology, human health, agricultural sciences).  For this reason, 
invasion is a nexus for biologists of different backgrounds and career interests.  

 
Early to Mid-Semester Sessions:  The first seven sessions of BIOL 490 will be led by the instructors and 

include lectures and film screenings on biological invasion; presentations about practical issues related 
to 'life after graduation' (e.g., CV/resumé and cover letter writing, graduate and professional programs, 
career opportunities in the biology); and discussions about strategies for online searching of scientific 
literature, reading scientific papers, and writing of scientific bibliographies.  During this time, students 
are expected to select the topic of their course project (see below); prepare a CV or resumé document 
(two pages, single-spaced); and write a Cover Letter/Personal Statement (four pages, double-spaced). 
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Mid- to Late Semester Sessions:  The last seven sessions of BIOL 490 will be led by students and focus 
on presentation of scientific publications and the writing of term papers related to biological invasion.  
Students will work in pairs for these activities – please identify a potential course partner! 

 
Choice of Topic:  The instructors have created a list of approved topics, which (based on their knowledge 

of the field and online searching prior to the start of the semester) have adequate scientific literature 
that may be leveraged for writing a term paper; as outlined below, we have also selected an exemplar 
paper for each topic that is well suited for PowerPoint presentation to the class.  The full list of topics 
and papers will be presented in class in mid-September.  A given topic may be selected only once for 
the seminar; students will submit a 'Top 3' preference ranking of their topic choice, and the instructors 
will do their best to match students to their Top 1 or 2 topic choices.  

 
Paper Presentations:  For each of the approved topics in biological invasion, the instructors have 

selected a well-written and scientifically interesting paper that students will present orally to the class 
during the second half of the semester.  In groups of two, students will give a PowerPoint presentation 
and lead discussion about the selected paper for a period of ~50 minutes.  Those students who are not 
actively presenting in a given time slot are expected to have read the paper prior to attending class and 
be prepared with questions to foster conversation.  To this end, there will be a 10 minute in-class quiz 
focused on the methods and results of each paper immediately before its presentation by students. 

 
Term Papers:  Working in groups of two, students will complete two term papers on their selected topic.  

The first term paper is due on the date that the student group gives their paper presentation during 
the second half of the semester; this paper should be eight pages in length (double-spaced) and include 
at least five references from the scientific literature.  The second term paper is due in the 'final exam' 
period assigned to BIOL 490 at the end of the semester; this should be fifteen pages (double-spaced) 
and include at least ten references from the scientific literature.  The second term paper is essentially 
an expansion and revision of the first term paper, based on feedback provided by the instructors. 

 
Attendance & Participation:  Because of the hands-on nature of this course and emphasis on in-class 

presentations, attendance is required and in-class participation strongly encouraged.  Students will be 
allowed to make up assignments if absence reflects illness or participation in university-sponsored 
activities, provided that reasonable prior notification has been made to the instructors.   

 
Grades:  Final grades are based on point totals for the CV/Resumé and Cover Letter/Personal Statement 

assignments (50 points each); quizzes related to presented papers (12.5 pts each, total of 100 points); 
attendance and participation (8 pts per session, total of 100 points); oral student presentation (100 pts); 
and the first and second term papers (100 points each).  The lowest quiz and participation scores will 
be discarded from point tallies.  The point total for all assignments and activities is thus 600.  Students 
whose point total is >90% will receive an A, while 80-89.9% = B, 70-79.9% = C, 60-69.9% = D, and 
less than 60% = F. 

 
Format of Writing Assignments:  Unless other arrangements are made in advance with the instructors, 

assignments are expected to be printed on paper in ~12 point font size, 1" margins, double-spaced, and 
submitted during the class period on the due date.  (CV and resumé documents may be single-spaced, 
depending on the chosen format for these documents.)  Please be sure to include name(s), assignment 
titles, and dates on submitted work.  For the two term papers, students are required to send electronic 
versions of each assignment to the ramsey.teaching@gmail.com address used by the instructors. 

 
Course Schedule:  The schedule of seminar sessions is presented on the final page of the syllabus; note 

that the schedule is subject to change based on weather and school closings! 
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Policies on Academic Honesty, ADA, and Academic Freedom follow South Dakota Board of Regents 
official statements and are re-printed below for student reference. 

 
Academic Dishonesty & Plagarism:  Cheating and other forms of academic dishonesty run contrary to 

the purpose of higher education and will not be tolerated in this course.  Academic dishonesty 
includes (but is not limited to) plagiarism, copying answers or work done by another student (either on 
an exam or on out-of-class assignments), allowing another student to copy from you, and use of 
unauthorized materials during an exam.  Academic dishonesty is a serious offence and could in failure 
on an assignment or course.  To the extent possible, all incidents will be resolved in discussions 
between the student and faculty member.  As necessary, the chair and then the dean may become 
involved to resolve the issue.  If academic dishonesty is established, a report describing the incidence 
and its resolution will be filed in the offices of the dean and provost.  In cases where a satisfactory 
outcome is not achieved through this process, students may appeal to the University's Academic 
Appeals Committee. 

 
ADA Statement:  Reasonable accommodations, as arranged through the Disabilities Services 

Coordinator, will be provided students with documented disabilities.  Contact the BHSU Disabilities 
Services Coordinator, Jennifer Lucero, at 605-642-6099 (Woodburn 134), fax number 605-642-6095, 
or via email at Jennifer.Lucero@bhsu.edu for more information.  Additional information can also be 
found at http://www.bhsu.edu/Student-Life/Student-Services/Disability-Services 

 
Academic Freedom & Responsibility Statement:  Under Board of Regents and University policy, 

student academic performance may be evaluated solely on an academic basis, not on opinions or 
conduct in matters unrelated to academic standards.  Students should be free to take reasoned 
exception to the data or views offered in any course of study and to reserve judgment about matters of 
opinion, but they are responsible for learning the content of any course of study for which they are 
enrolled.  Students who believe that an academic evaluation reflects prejudiced or capricious 
consideration of student opinions or conduct unrelated to academic standards should contact the chair 
of the department in which the course is being taught to initiate a review of the evaluation. 
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Week Course Session Quiz/Assignment Due 

1: Aug. 27 <No meeting>  

2: Sept. 3 Course Introduction  

3: Sept. 10 'Biological Invasion I' Presentation   +    
'Cane Toads' Film Screening  

4: Sept. 17 'Biological Invasion II' Presentation   +     
'Kudzu' Film Screening 'Hometown Invaders' Report 

5: Sept. 24 'Biological Invasion III' Presentation   +     
'Mosquito-Born Diseases' Film Screening Topic Selection 

6: Oct. 1 'Reading Scientific Papers' and  
'Online Literature Searching' Presentation Quiz on Biological Invasion 

7: Oct. 8 'Careers in the Biological Sciences I' Presentation 
Scientific Literature Exercise Career Interests 

8: Oct. 15 'Careers in the Biological Sciences II' Presentation 
CV/Resumé Writing Exercise Short Bibliography 

9: Oct. 22 'Applications & Interviews' Presentation 
Cover Letter/Personal Statement Exercise CV/Resume 

10: Oct. 29 PowerPoint Suggestions and Example Presentations Cover Letter/Personal Statement 

11: Nov. 5 Student Presentations (Session 1) Quiz 
First Term Paper (presenters only) 

12: Nov. 12 Student Presentations (Session 2) Quiz 
First Term Paper (presenters only) 

13: Nov. 19 Student Presentations (Session 3) Quiz 
First Term Paper (presenters only) 

14: Nov. 26 Student Presentations (Session 4) Quiz 
First Term Paper (presenters only) 

15: Dec. 3 Student Presentations (Session 5) Quiz 
First Term Paper (presenters only) 

16: Dec. 10 Student Presentations (Session 6) Quiz 
First Term Paper (presenters only) 

17: Dec. 17 Course Recap (Final Exam Period) Second Term Paper + Revisions  
(CV/Resume & Letter/Statement) 


