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Tips & Tools

Confluence: A Seminar Series as a Teaching Tool +

Bryan M. Dewsbury*, Amy Reid, and Ophelia Weeks
Quantifying Biology in the Classroom, Department of Biological Sciences, Florida International University,
Miami, FL 33199

INTRODUCTION

In 2007 Florida International University (FIU) received
NIH, NSF, and internal support to create a curriculum that
was quantitative in nature, and that incorporated some of
the most contemporary approaches to the classroom. The
QBIC (Quantifying Biology In the Classroom; http://qbic.
fiu.edu) Program is a specialized program in the Depart-
ment of Biology specifically set up to implement ‘vision and
change’ principles in the department’s overall approach to
students. It is now an optional track within the Department
of Biological Sciences. We discuss the major objectives
of this series, the affect areas that it addresses, as well
as how students incorporate the series’ lessons for their
own professional development.

It became apparent to us anecdotally that our under-
graduates were making career choices without the aware-
ness of the many other viable career options in biology.
This is not an issue unique to our institution and other
authors (l) have discussed steps to address career choice
and exposure. At our institution, we created a number of
career development initiatives, one of which was a seminar
series called “Confluence: where life and science meet.”
For this series we invite science professionals from around
the country to give a seminar, mostly to undergraduates,
not only on the technical specifics of their field, but also on
their personal life story, and how that story informed their
career choice. After the seminar, the speaker sits down with
a QBIC faculty member for a half-hour interview where he
or she is able to go into more specifics about the themes
from the seminar. The interview is videotaped in front of a
live student-only audience in a film studio on campus. The
recording is published on the series’ website (http://qbic.fiu.
edu/confluence). In this article we discuss using the series
to address issues of identity, and how our video blog can

*Corresponding author. Mailing address: Department of Bio-
logical Sciences, Florida International University, 11200 SW 8th
Street, OE 165, Miami, FL 33199. Phone: 305-348-7622. Fax:
305-348-4096. E-mail: bdews00| @fiu.edu.

1Supplemental materials available at http://jmbe.asm.org

be used in other classrooms to achieve similar objectives
for science students nationally.

Informed career decision-making

Through interviews with our undergraduates, we
discovered that while some of our students have devel-
oped a genuine passion for medicine, many others have
made this choice due to family pressure, perceived future
lifestyle, and a lack of awareness of other careers that
fulfill the passion for science. We use the seminar series
to expose students to professionals who have followed
different career trajectories and give the students an
opportunity to dialogue with them as to what it takes
to get there. In FIU’s demographic, it is sometimes the
student’s first time meeting someone who has a career in
research. We use this event along with other strategies
(aggressive marketing of summer research opportunities,
lab tours, and targeted student advising) to increase the
exposure of our students to alternate careers in science
with the overall goal of having them make an informed
decision for their future.

Contextualization and production

Lower classmen sometimes have difficulty seeing how
simple biological processes have applications to everyday
life. When our speakers describe their work, they illuminate
the relationship between biology the subject and biology
as it applies to the world. Our speakers purposefully shy
away from the extremely technical terms that often char-
acterize departmental seminars, and tailor their vernacular
to a student audience that is trying to see the connection
between their love of biology and a potential career in the
field. Speakers are chosen based on diversity of careers,
backgrounds, and demographics. Speakers spend at least
one full day, so they can have time to give the seminar, a
videotaped interview, and spend some time interacting with
our students. The videotaping and all technical work specific
to the production process is done by a hired video company,
but some of the graphics, soundtrack, and interview voices
are undergraduates and graduates who volunteered to as-
sist with the project. This assistance is not required, but is
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a great way to involve students with secondary skills to be
engaged with the production process.

Reflection exercises

The negative effects of stereotype threat (2) are pres-
ent in our institution. To encourage students to confront
their complex emotions on this issue, we assign one-page
reflective writing pieces (see supplemental material) after
having the students watch the interview (online if they did
not attend in person). These assignments count for a small
amount of credit, which students receive for simply having
done it. This assignment reflects studies that suggest forc-
ing students to come to terms with these psychological
forces predisposes them to deal with them more comfort-
ably in later college years (3). Typical student essays focus
on complicated relationships between students and family
members who are unsure of alternative science careers to
medicine and the students’ own perception of their ability
to overcome income and academic obstacles.

Science Café

After students have been exposed to scientists from
different careers, who take time to discuss their life story
and science with them, we challenge our students to go into
the local community and do the same. Our senior seminar
class is called “Science Café,” which students spend two
semesters developing and implementing. The students (in
small groups) choose their own topics, location, and style
of presentation. The goal of this class is for them to develop
the skill of explaining complex science to the general public.
Cafés can be held in local public venues of the students’
choosing. This process not only helps improve the com-
munication skills of the students, but also forces them to
understand the value of increasing public knowledge of
scientific principles. The students’ experience during the
Confluence series helps them develop strategies for their
own Science Cafés.

CONCLUSION

The Confluence series hosts approximately two scien-
tists per semester. While students in the QBIC Program
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are required to attend, the audience draws students from
other STEM disciplines within the FIU community. Our
focus group conversations have indicated that students
are being enlightened on how underrepresented scientists
dealt with challenges of perception, but that the students’
handling of these issues is still evolving. Questionnaires
(see supplemental material) suggest that the seminars
are making students aware of different careers in science
and changing their perception about what pursuing those
careers entails.

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS

Appendix |: Homework example and questionnaire
responses
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