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PSEUDO-SCIENCE

Purpose
Apply scientific reasoning to evaluate the reliability of scientific claims.
Assignment
Find a website that makes a claim about a natural phenomenon or medicine that
seems out of the ordinary, but is asserted to be true. The website should not be
one like Wikipedia or ask.com that is generally recognized as being reliable.
Examples: flying saucers, an amazing cure for cancer, a way to turn iron into gold,
etc.
Judge whether the claims made in the website have any of the characteristics
shown above. This is an outline only; it is not necessary to write complete
sentences.
1. What is the URL and name of the website?

2. Describe the discovery claimed by the website.

3. What evidence is presented in favor of the discovery?

4. Do any of the pseudo-science red flags (on the last page) apply to the
website? If so, in what way do they apply?

5. Write a paragraph giving your evaluation of the website. Do you think it is
scientific? Why or why not?

How to Recognize Pseudo-Science
Look for one or more of the following red flags:
1. The claim is a medical treatment or medicine that has not been proved to be
effective in a double-blind controlled experiment involving a large number of
patients.
A controlled experiment is one including a control group. A control group is a
group of patients who do not receive the treatment; in the case of medicine,
they receive a fake pill (a placebo). To prove the treatment effective, the
patients who receive the real medicine or treatment must respond better than
the patients in the control group.
Double-blind means that neither the patients nor the doctors know who is in the
control group and who is receiving the actual treatment.
2. It is claimed the discovery is being purposely suppressed by the scientific
establishment as part of a conspiracy.
3. It is alleged that the government is covering up the truth.
4. The evidence is based on anecdotes, stories told by untrained people, not on
observations made by experts.
5. The discovery is announced to the public but not published in a scientific journal
reviewed by experts ("peer review.")
6. It is claimed the discovery is true because it has been believed for a long time.
7. The discovery is made by someone working in isolation and is not recognized by
other experts in the field.
8. No plausible explanation is given of how the thing works.
9. The discovery violates the known laws of nature.
10. The discovery lies at the limit of detection, that is, the phenomenon wasn't
clearly seen.
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