
 

 

HPSC0127 Engaging the Public with Science 

Course Syllabus 
2022-23 session | Dr Stephen Hughes | stephen.hughes@ucl.ac.uk 

 

Course Information 

Basic course information 
Moodle Website: Search “HPSC0127” 

Assessment: Individual: 2000-word essay (40%) 
Group: Video presentation (30%) Group report (30%) 

Timetable: See www.ucl.ac.uk/timetable 

Prerequisites: None 

Required texts: None 

Course tutor(s): Stephen Hughes, Elena Falco 

Contact: stephen.hughes@ucl.ac.uk | elena.falco.18@ucl.ac.uk 

Office location: Room 3.3 (top floor) 22 Gordon Square 

Office hours: Tuesdays: 3pm – 5pm 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Conspiracy theories, techno-hype, vaccine hesitancy, and legacies of injustice trouble 
relationships between scientists and the public. Building better relationships requires 
sophisticated critical thinking skills and innovative forms of engagement practice. This 
module will enable students to critically reflect on a range of public engagement 
activities and to use these insights to develop more effective relationships between 
scientists and the public. The first half of the module will invite students to explore 
contemporary forms of engagement and communication using academic theories and 
empirical case studies. Students will investigate how relationships between scientists 
and the public are shaped by trust, identity, affect, and power. The second half of the 
module will demonstrate how these critical insights can help students design public 
engagement activities that are inclusive and impactful for a diverse range of audiences. 



 

 

Schedule 
 
 
 

UCL 
Week 

Week 
Beginning Topic Activity 

6 3rd Oct Science Communication is 
Heating Up 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Lecture and seminar discussion. 

7 10th Oct Critical Engagement Critical reading and writing tasks on 
Moodle. Seminar discussion. 

8 17th Oct Vaccine Hesitancy: Who 
Can We Trust? 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Lecture and seminar discussion. 

9 24th Oct 
Hyping the Metaverse: 
Conspiracies and 
Misinformation 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Lecture and seminar discussion. 

10 31st Oct You’re in Denial About 
Climate Change 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Lecture and seminar discussion. 

11 7th Nov Reading week READDDDDDDDDD 

12 14th Nov The Dark Side of 
Wikipedia 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Lecture and seminar discussion. 

13 21st Nov Designing Engagement: 
Aims and Objectives 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Workshop. 
 
Individual essay due Tues 22nd Nov, 
5pm. 

14 28th Nov Designing Engagement: 
Audiences 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Workshop. 

15 5th Dec Designing Engagement: 
Activities 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Workshop. 

16 12th Dec Designing Engagement: 
Evaluation 

Video material and reading on Moodle. 
Workshop. 

Group video presentation and report due 10th January, 5pm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Assessments  
 

% Description Deadline Word limit 

40% Essay 22nd Nov, 5pm 2000 words 

30% Group video presentation 10th Jan, 5pm 15-20 minutes 

30% Group report 10th Jan, 5pm 2000 words 

 
Essay 
 
Each student must write a 2000-word essay in which you provide a critical response to one of 
the prompts, below. The critical response must involve an original argument about the topic, 
drawing from the theories and literature covered in the course. You must use a real-life public 
engagement activity to support and develop and argument. You cannot use a case study that 
has already been covered in detail in the course. Please ensure you have read the marking 
criteria. You may go 10% above or below the word count without a penalty. Please see the STS 
Student Handbook for further guidance on assessments. 
 

1. Paul Hoggett claims that: “Our collective equanimity in the face of the unprecedented 
risk posed by climate change is perhaps the greatest mystery of our age”. Why has 
climate change engagement failed so spectacularly? 

2. Is it possible to engage with anti-vax communities? How might this be done? 
3. Critically evaluate public engagement in a museum setting as it relates to race, ethnicity, 

or colonialism. 
4. Discuss, with specific examples, how attention to emotion and affect can improve our 

approach to public engagement. 
5. Finlay and colleagues have called for the deconstruction of science communication as 

“a white, Western paradigm”. How might this be done? 
6. Are Just Stop Oil’s protests a legitimate form of public engagement? 
7. Does science communication have a gender problem? 

 
Marking criteria for the essay are available on Moodle. 
 
Group Assessments 
 
Students will work in groups to design a public engagement activity, in response to one of the 
prompts, below, that integrates theories and concepts covered in the module. You will be 
assessed on a 15-20 minute video presentation and a 2000-word report. Each member of the 
group is expected to contribute equally to the workload. The tutor will place you in groups. 
 
It is the group’s responsibility to organize itself, meet regularly, and delegate tasks. We 
recommend that groups devise a contract, specifying what you expect from each other, that is 
then signed by all group members. This contract might include agreements on communication 
channels, meeting frequency, task allocations, responsibilities. Groups must operate according 
to principles of equity, inclusivity, understanding, and mutual respect. No forms of bullying or 
harassment are acceptable.  



 

 

 
If any student has concerns about any of the above, please speak with one of the course tutors 
at the earliest opportunity. 
 
Each member of the group will receive the same overall mark for both the video presentation 
and report. 
 
Video Presentation 
 
Each group will produce a video that pitches their proposed activity to a sponsor organization. 
The pitch should convincingly incorporate ideas and theories from the module. Deficit model 
approaches should be avoided. The format of the video can vary – marks will not be awarded 
for visual sophistication or style. However, the pitch must be delivered clearly and persuasively. 
Each member of the group is required to appear in the presentation. 
 
The presentation should address the following issues: 
 

• Aims and Objectives - how you are responding to the scenario you have chosen and the 
reasons for this. 

• Audience - who, specifically do you intend to engage, and what are their needs? 
• Public Engagement Activity/Activities - what activity will you design, what are the 

practicalities involved, and how does it fit with your aims, your audience’s needs, and 
the needs of the institution you are pitching to? 

• Evaluation - how will you know that you have been successful in your aims? 
 
Further details, including marking criteria, will be provided in class and on Moodle. 
 
Group Report 
 
Each group will provide a written rationale for their chosen activity, where justifications for 
decisions will be anchored in the academic literature. Students should draw from the literature 
we have covered in the course to justify the following decisions:  
 

• Why you chose your specific aims and objectives. 
• How you decided which audience needs were relevant. 
• Why you chose your specific engagement activity. 
• How you decided which evaluation approach to use. 

 
Further details, including marking criteria, will be provided in class and on Moodle. 
 
Prompts 
 

1. A mutual aid collective in Stratford, East London, has organised a taskforce to provide 
information and guidance to the local community about vaccines. They have no 
resources but would like help organising and managing this project. 

2. The Mayor's Office for Policing And Crime (MOPAC) in London would like to engage a 
range of stakeholders on the issue of the use of facial recognition technology in policing. 
They are open to innovative and experimental methods of deliberation and engagement. 

3. The Shanghai Science and Technology Museum wants to conduct an overhaul of its 
Human Beings and Health exhibition to make it more engaging and relevant for young 
people. 

4. The National Institute for Health Research has decided to commit some of its substantial 
research budget to increasing diversity in mental health research. They would like to 



 

 

take a user-centred approach to building their mental health and BAME community 
research platforms. 

5. A research centre on rheumatological diseases in young people is reviewing the patient 
information sheets and wider methods to inform and recruit patients involved in research. 
They want this process to be more inclusive. 

6. A local community group wants to set up a citizen science project with UCL researchers 
on local air quality and need help designing a process that will help them lobby local and 
national policymakers.  

7. Sciencewise needs help to run some public engagement activities on self-driving cars to 
help inform policy-makers within Parliament. 

8. The UK Government’s Commission for Countering Extremism would like to engage with 
groups who are concerned about emerging technologies such as AI, 5g, and synthetic 
biology with a view to countering conspiracy theories. 

9. Genomics England’s diverse data team would like to pilot engagement activities with 
BAME communities to understand their concerns about genomics medicine. 

10. AstraZeneca would like to develop a campaign to encourage people who are vaccine 
hesitant to take a COVID-19 booster vaccine. They are keen to target marginalised 
groups. 

 
 

Course Aims and Learning Objectives 
 
 
Aims 
 
This course aims to critically explore how scientists, policymakers, entrepreneurs, and the 
public build relationships between science, technology, and society. It aims to equip students 
with the skills and theoretical sophistication to design public engagement activities that are just, 
equitable, and impactful for a diverse range of audiences. 
 
Learning Objectives 
 
By the end of the course, students should be able to:  
 

• demonstrate a practical understanding of public engagement with science activities in a 
range of public contexts 

• offer analysis of the theoretical underpinnings of practical activity in this area. 
• understand the historical and policy context within which public engagement has 

developed 
• recognise the needs, priorities and motivations of specific stakeholder communities and 

be able to work in partnership to develop appropriate project ideas suitable for those 
contexts 

• evaluate the effectiveness of public engagement processes in particular social contexts 
• reflect on the purpose, relevance and effectiveness of public engagement. 

 
By the end of the course, students should also be able to demonstrate:  
 

• research skills appropriate to post-graduate taught modules 
• time and project management, working to tight deadlines 
• independence and initiative in project work 
• sensitivity and aptitude for working in partnership with wider community groups and/or 

relevant stakeholders 



 

 

• effective oral and written communication skills with a wide range of audiences 
 
 

Reading List 
 
See ‘Library Resources’ block on Moodle.  
 
 
Course Expectations 
 
In addition to submitting assessed material, students are expected to watch all lectures, join all 
seminar discussions and critically read all essential readings. They are expected to be able to 
discuss the essential reading each week and be willing to discuss the lecture content.  
 
 
Important Policy Information 
 
Details of college and departmental policies relating to modules and assessments can be found 
in the STS Student Handbook www.ucl.ac.uk/sts/handbook. All students taking modules in the 
STS department are expected to read these policies. 


