
 
 O’Donnell 2021: Abridged BS syllabus 

 MHC 325: Detecting Bullshit in the Modern Age* 
 

Meeting Time:   Fridays 10am-12pm  Location: REMOTE (via Zoom & eportfolio) 
Format:   3 credit, online, synchronous  Prerequisites:  Science Forward (seminar 3) 
 
Instructor:  Dr. Kelly L. O’Donnell   Office Hours: Email for appointment 
  kelly.odonnell@mhc.cuny.edu  Office hours held in Zoom 
   
*Note: On your transcript, “Bullshit” appears as “Nonsense” 
 
Course Description 
In this course, we will explore bullshit parading around as science in today’s world. We will practice 
finding nonsensical claims and evaluating what exactly makes them bullshit. This effort will require 
applications of statistics, data visualization, and information literacy. This course is based on Carl T. 
Bergstrom and Jevin West’s 2016 syllabus “Calling Bullshit in the Age of Big Data” available here: 
http://callingbullshit.org/syllabus.html Bergstrom and West have released this syllabus for reuse, and 
we have adapted it for Macaulay. 
 
Learning Outcomes 
Over the course of this class, students will be able to… 
- Identify and classify the bullshit in their “information diet” 
- Apply scientific thinking skills to evaluate claims of a scientific or statistical nature 
- Explain exactly why a claim is bullshit and find evidence to support their conclusions 
- Recognize when/where they can take action against bullshit 
- Design their own course on a specific type of bullshit 
 
Required Texts 
Students will be required to read Bergstrom & West’s Calling Bullshit: The Art of Skepticism in a Data-
Driven World (2020, Random House) and Safiya Noble’s Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines 
Reinforce Racism (2018, NYU Press). These books can both be found for under $30 each or can be 
checked out of a university or local library. Please let me know if you are having trouble accessing these 
books. ALL other materials will be made available at no cost to the students. These include freely 
available videos and readings, readings accessible through the CUNY library system, and other 
documents that will be password protected on our course site.  
 
Course Structure 
This course will provide students with the real-world application of the Science Sense skills that they 
practiced in Seminar 3, specifically those focused on Data Sense (statistics) and Knowledge Sense 
(science as a way of knowing). During the course, students will get an overview of the different types of 
bullshit that exist in the world and the techniques that nonsense peddlers employ to deceive people. 
There will be a specific focus on how data are presented to the public. Students will practice evaluating 
risk and statistical analyses. Students will also be responsible for choosing a specific claim and creating a 
final project that details what is wrong with the claim, how it is deceptive, and what scientific evidence 
is available to refute the claim.  
 
 
 



 
 O’Donnell 2021: Abridged BS syllabus 
 
This course is fully online and runs in a 
particular sequence (see table right). Each 
week has a module on our course site that 
features required videos and readings and 
assignment details for successful completion 
of each week. We will hold synchronous 
meetings once a week at our scheduled 
meeting time. For the most part these 
meetings will go from 10am-12pm. The third 
credit hour for the week will come from your 
work in our online discussion board. During 
the semester, you will be working both 
individually and in groups that are set up by 
me.  
 
The course will have several environments in 
which you and your classmates will interact. 
Please make sure you can access ALL of 
these environments. If you are having issues, 
let me know immediately. 
 
Course Environments:  
- Zoom Classroom – This is where we 

will have our weekly synchronous 
meetings. These meetings will not be lectures. You should expect to be involved in activities and 
discussions during these meetings.  

- Course Site – Our course site is where you will find all of the information you need to successfully 
complete this course. It features our Discussion Forum, where you will a weekly (text-based, 
asynchronous) discussion. 

- Google Drive – This drive will have individual folders for each of you and will be where you 
submit assignment files and some group work. 

- Slack Team – We will have a Slack team for more informal discussion and reminders. You can 
also use this to chat with your group.  

 
Good time management and organization is always important in your courses, but in an online course it 
is essential. Because we won’t be seeing each other in person, some of the traditional in-class cues for 
your work will be missing. It is strongly recommended that you set aside a little time each day of the 
week to work on this course (see the recommended personal schedule later in this syllabus). Don’t save 
all your work for the deadline day when assignments are due.  
 
Assignments and Grading 
Assignments for this course include both individual and group work. Students are expected to complete 
all assignments on time. Grading details for the final project will be provided in a separate document. 
The final grade in this course will be a letter grade, although individual assignments will usually be 
graded on a number scale.  
 
 

Week Class Date Topic 

0 Friday, 1/29 Foundations: Science vs. Pseudoscience 

1 Friday, 2/5 Foundations: What is Bullshit? 

2 NO CLASS Foundations: The Nature of Bullshit     
(fully asynchronous week) 

3 Friday, 2/19 Statistical Bullshit: Correlation ¹ Causation 

4 Friday, 2/24 Statistical Bullshit: Numbers and Tricks 

5 Friday, 3/5 Statistical Bullshit: Risk and Visualization 

6 Friday, 3/12 Technical Bullshit: BIG data  

7 Friday, 3/19 Technical Bullshit: Algorithms and Machines  

8 Friday, 3/26 Publishing Bullshit: Bias 

9 Friday, 4/9 Publishing Bullshit: Predators 

10 Friday, 4/16 Project Workshop Day 

11 Friday, 4/23 Calling Bullshit: Ethics 

12 Friday, 4/30 Calling Bullshit: Be a Scientist 

13 Friday, 5/7 Calling Bullshit: Fake News & Social Media 

14 Friday, 5/14 Final Presentations 
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ASSIGNMENTS Percent of Final Grade 
Short Writing & Status Form (weekly, individual) 10 
Discussion Forum (weekly, individual) 20 
Participation & Activity Report (weekly, group) 20 
Blog Posts (four, individual) 20 
Final Syllabus Project (once, individual) 30 

 
Weekly Short Writing & Status Form (SWS) – 10%  
These are 3-question forms that you are required to complete but are ungraded. They are due by the 
time class starts on Fridays every week. You get the full credit for doing them as long as you do them 
on time. These forms are for you to make sure you’ve understood the main points of the week and/or 
report on which point you want to discuss the most. The last of the question will be a way for you to 
check in with me every week to let me know if anything was particularly challenging. These will become 
especially useful when you are doing group work. You should let me know if there are some group 
dynamics that you need help with. 
 
Weekly Discussion Forum – 20% 
Each week, students will be required to post in the online discussion forum to continue the week’s 
discussion. The specific details of what should be posted can be found in each week’s forum on the 
course site. The prompts will be posted on or before Friday afternoon each week. You will be required 
to create one main post and at least two substantive comments on your classmates’ posts. The main 
posts will be due by 5pm on TUESDAYS of the week following the class meeting. I would like you to 
also try to make your comments by the Tuesday deadline, but I realize that there will be weeks when 
everyone makes their posts at 4:50pm on Tuesday and that’s not a lot of time for thoughtful discussion. 
I will allow you to post your comments by the time the next class starts.  
 
Weekly Participation and Activity Report (PAR) – 20%  
This aspect of your grade is what would traditionally be counted as class participation and, in the virtual 
classroom, it’s going to be a combination of my observing your engagement and your typing up a few 
notes in the weekly PAR document for your group (found in the class Google Drive folder). Good 
participation means being actively engaged in the virtual classroom – speaking out loud, using Zoom 
reactions, and making comments in the chat all show me that you are engaged.  
 
Blog Posts – 20% 
Students will be required to create four blog posts over the course of the semester on bullshit stories 
they find in the popular press as they happen. Your post should be 200-300 words and it should dissect 
the specific nonsense featured in the story. What are the claims? What specific bullshit tactics is the 
author using to try to convince you? Why are they ultimately unconvincing? Your posts can be made at 
any time within the following deadlines: Two posts by March 16, third and fourth posts by May 18. 
You will also have to create at least four substantive comments on other students’ blog posts by (two 
by March 23 and two by May 21). 
 
Final Project – 30% 
Students will design a syllabus as if they were teaching an 8-week course on a specific bullshit topic that 
you can investigate deeply using scientific thinking skills. This assignment will be divided into several 
parts (topic, course description, learning goals, weekly activities, presentation, etc.). Full details and 
deadlines will follow in a separate document.  
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Detecting Bullshit in the Modern Age - Reading List  
Week  Readings/Videos 

Week 0 - Foundations: 
Science vs. Pseudoscience 
 
 

● Watch in class: Science Forward Video Series: The Science Senses 
● Carl Sagan (1996) The Fine Art of Baloney Detection in Sagan (1996) The 

Demon-Haunted World [PDF] 
● Naomi Oreskes (2016) Tanner Lecture on Human Values “Should We 

Trust Science?” (After a brief intro, she speaks for about 50 minutes) 
● Science Forward Video: What is Science? 
● Science Forward Video: Scientific Uncertainty 

Week 1 – Foundations: What 
is Bullshit? 

● Harry Frankfurt (1986) On Bullshit. Raritan Quarterly Review 6(2) [PDF] 
● Chapters 1 & 2 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 

Week 2 – Foundations: The 
Nature of Bullshit 

● Chapter 3 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
 

Week 3 – Statistical Bullshit: 
Correlation ≠ Causation 
 
 

● Chapter 4 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
● Fernando Blanco & Helena Matute (2018) “The Illusion of Causality: A 

Cognitive Bias Underlying Pseudoscience” in Pseudoscience: The Conspiracy 
Against Science. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press. [PDF] 

Week 4 – Statistical Bullshit: 
Numbers and Tricks 

● Chapters 5 and 6 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
● Maria Pia Sormani. 2009. The Will Rogers phenomenon: the effect on 

different diagnostic criteria. Journal of the Neurological Sciences. 
287(S1):S46-S49. 

Week 5 – Statistical Bullshit: 
Evaluating Risk & Visualizing 
Data 

● Chapter 7 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
● Marshall Allen and Meg Marco (2020). How Your Brain Tricks You Into 

Taking Risks During the Pandemic. ProPublica. [link] 
● Ben Goldacre (2010) Chapter 11: Bad Stats in Bad Science: Quacks, Hacks, 

and Big Pharma Flacks. USA: Harper Collins Publishers. [PDF] 

Week 6 – Technical Bullshit: 
BIG Data 

• Chapter 8 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
• Cathy O’Neil (2016) Chapters 1, 3, 5 in Weapons of Math Destruction [PDF] 

Week 7 – Technical Bullshit: 
Algorithms and Machines 

● Read all (Introduction through Conclusion, 182 pages) of Safiya Umoja 
Noble (2018) Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism 
New York: New York University Press. 

Week 8 – Publishing Bullshit: 
Bias 

● Chapter 9 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
● Erick Turner et al. (2008) Selective Publication of Antidepressant Trials 

and Its Influence on Apparent Efficacy New England Journal of Medicine 
358:252-260 [PDF] 

● Silas Nissen et al. (2016) Publication bias and the canonization of false 
facts. eLife 5:e21451 [PDF] 

Week 9 – Publishing Bullshit: 
Predators  

● Kevin Carey (2016) Fake academe looking much like the real thing. New 
York Times Dec. 29. [link] 

● Adam Marcus and Ivan Oransky (2016) Why fake data when you can fake 
a scientist? Nautilus November 24. [link] 

● Agnes Grudniewicz et al. 2019. Predatory journals: no definition, no 
defence. Nature. 576:210-212 [link] 
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Week  Readings/Videos 

Week 10 – Workshop Week  No readings/videos. Be ready to workshop your first draft of your syllabus with your group.  

Week 11 – Calling Bullshit: 
Ethics of Calling Bullshit 

● Jennifer Ruark (2017) Anatomy of a hoax. Chronicle of Higher Education 
[PDF] 

● Robert Service (2014) Nano-Imaging Feud Sets Online Sites Sizzling. 
Science 343:358. [PDF] 

● Michael Blatt (2016) Vigilante Science. Plant Physiology 169:907-909. [PDF] 

Week 12: Calling Bullshit: Be 
a Scientist 
 

● Chapter 10 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
● Rick Bonney et al. 2016. Can citizen science enhance public understanding 

of science? Public Understanding of Science. 25(1):2-16. [PDF] 

Week 13 –Calling Bullshit: 
Fake News and Social Media 

● Chapter 11 in Bergstrom and West Calling Bullshit 
● Heidi Larson. 2018. The biggest pandemic risk? Viral 

misinformation. Nature. 562:309. [link] 
● Gordon Pennycook et al. 2020. Fighting COVID-19 Misinformation on 

Social Media: Experimental Evidence for a Scalable Accuracy-Nudge 
Intervention. Psychological Science. 31(7):770-780. [PDF] 

Week 14 –  
Final Presentations 

No readings/videos. 

 


