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GRADUATE CERTIFICATE IN SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY STUDIES (STSS) 
Proposed by the Science, Technology and Society Studies Interdisciplinary Committee 
 
Rationale for an STSS Certificate  
 
The Science, Technology and Society Studies Interdisciplinary Committee, housed in the Graduate 
School, proposes a Graduate Certificate in Science, Technology and Society Studies. The certificate 
program will begin Autumn 2014 and anticipates granting approximately 4 certificates per year to students 
from various graduate programs across the UW.  The certificate will consist of 18 required credits and will 
have a shared introductory core course, a portfolio capstone experience, and both breadth and depth 
requirements that ensure that students become well-acquainted with the interdisciplinary research area of 
STSS, a domain of scholarship that takes the intellectual, material, and social enterprises of science and 
technology as subjects for scholarly investigation. Scholars in this interdisciplinary community seek to 
understand how knowledge about the natural and social world is produced and authorized, how it evolves 
and is inflected by the contexts of its production and use, and what its normative implications are. To 
address these questions, STSS scholars draw on the conceptual, methodological, and empirical 
resources of a wide range of disciplines, including the cognate fields of history and philosophy of science, 
social and cultural studies of science and technology, and interdisciplinary studies of scientific ethics, 
equity, and policy.  
 
The University of Washington is in the top rank of research institutions in the world and has particular 
strength in the STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics). But, by contrast with 
peer institutions of similar profile, it has no comparably ambitious interdisciplinary program in science, 
technology and society studies (STSS). This is not for want of accomplished STSS scholars who hold 
appointments in a number of fields, many of whom have developed STSS initiatives in their home 
departments and faculties, and attract graduate students whose primary interests are in the cognate fields 
that make up STSS. In 2007, some of these faculty members worked together to develop a project 
funded by the Simpson Center called the Science Studies Network. The primary goal of this project was 
to create a forum for intellectual exchange between faculty and graduate students who share an interest 
in science and technology studies, and to explore the potential for building an STSS curriculum that 
capitalizes on these impressive but dispersed strengths. In 2012, faculty members in the Science Studies 
Network formalized their ties by seeking and receiving recognition by the Graduate School to form the 
Science, Technology and Society Studies Interdisciplinary Committee. 
 
Since its founding, the Science Studies Network has exceeded all expectations both in the number and 
diversity of participants it has attracted, and in the intensity of their engagement and range of initiatives 
they have generated. At the outset we identified three broad constituencies whose overlapping interests 
have set the agenda for the various colloquia, conferences, and working groups that make up the 
Network:  

• History and Philosophy of Science 
• Cultural Studies of Science and Technology 
• Science and Technology Policy, Ethics and Equity.  

 
Graduate students working in these areas have been active in the Network and represent a broad cross-
section of programs in the social sciences and humanities, as well as the professional schools (e.g., the 
Business School, Education, Law, Medicine, Public Policy), and a range of biological, environmental, and 
physical sciences. In the last five years the Science Studies Network and a related initiative, Biological 
Futures in a Globalized World (linked to the Center for Biological Futures at the Fred Hutchison Cancer 
Research Center), have sponsored six graduate microseminars that, together, have enrolled 30 students 
drawn from Anthropology, Bioethics and Humanities, Bioengineering, Chemical Engineering, 
Communication, Comparative Literature, Education, English, Geography, History, Library and Information 
Sciences, Marine Affairs, Nursing and Public Health, Physics, Political Science, Philosophy, and 
Psychology. We were pleased to learn that the microseminars offered in 2008-2009 in conjunction with 
“Democratizing Science” spun off an interdisciplinary STSS graduate student reading and discussion 
group that continued to meet for over a year after the conclusion of these colloquia. The Science Studies 
Network website serves as clearing house for courses and events that makes our interdisciplinary 
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strengths in these areas visible not only internally but also externally; members of the Interdisciplinary 
Committee on STSS routinely receive inquiries from prospective graduate students interested in STSS 
who have found this site and want to know more about events and programs in prospect. An STSS 
Graduate Certificate would build on this established network and answer a need articulated by graduate 
students who are actively seeking opportunities to engage STSS scholarship in a systematic way.  
 
A key motivation for establishing SSNet and developing this STSS Certificate proposal is the recognition 
that  science, technology and society studies is a well-developed interdisciplinary area of research 
represented by established graduate programs at Cornell, Harvard, MIT, UC-San Diego and UC-
Berkeley, UMass Amherst, and VPI, among others. If you include, as well, graduate studies in history and 
philosophy of science, this list more than doubles to include longstanding flagship HPS programs at 
Cambridge, Johns Hopkins, and Stanford University, and the Universities of Indiana, Minnesota, 
Maryland, Pittsburgh, and Wisconsin. The configuration envisioned for this Certificate – an STSS program 
that incorporates the existing courses of STSS faculty at the University of Washington, rather than 
initiating a free-standing degree program – reflects a recognition that in times of budgetary constraint, 
much can be done with existing resources. Although less ambitious than free-standing STSS degree 
programs elsewhere, this Certificate will provide students who choose to attend UW an opportunity to 
benefit from a guided introduction to the STSS community that is already thriving here. Since the late 
1990s, as the influence of Science Wars rhetoric has waned, the longstanding divide between social, 
contextual studies of science and normative, philosophical approaches has increasingly been bridged by 
scholars who recognize that they must draw on the resources of all the cognate fields in which STSS 
research has flourished if they are to understand the nature and history, the conceptual foundations and 
practice, the ethical dimensions and the social impact of science and technology. This cross-field 
engagement is a distinctive strength of the SSNet faculty at University of Washington; a key point of 
common connection is a commitment to grounding historical, social, and philosophical studies of science 
in a sophisticated understanding of the STEM fields and in an equally robust understanding of social, 
historical contexts in which they have taken shape. A further shared interest in normative issues raised by 
science and technology – issues of ethical and political accountability, equity, and policy – has been a 
primary point of engagement with STEM colleagues.  Given this, the University of Washington is well 
positioned to establish an innovative, next generation STSS program that capitalizes on the synergy of 
this evolving interdisciplinarity.  
 
Student Constituencies and Learning Goals 
 
We identify two broad student constituencies for an STSS certificate in relation to which the goals of this 
certificate are defined:  

• Graduate students enrolled in disciplinary MA or PhD programs in the humanities and social 
sciences for whom questions about science and technology are a primary focus of inquiry: e.g., the 
students who organize and attend the History of Science and Philosophy of Science discussion 
groups; 

• Students in science and technology graduate programs (PhD or MA) who are interested in 
historical, philosophical, socio-cultural, and normative questions about their disciplines: e.g., the 
students who established and sustain FoSEP, the Forum on Science Ethics and Policy. 

 
The balance of students we attract from these different backgrounds will most likely be weighted in the 
direction of social science and humanities students; the enrollment in interdisciplinary SSNet and 
BioFutures microseminars suggests that we can expect to draw 80% or more of our certificate enrollees 
from the social sciences and humanities and, at present, no more than 20% from STEM programs. The 
courses and colloquia that have been most attractive for STEM students focus on normative issues, so 
building their representation in the certificate may depend on how effectively we can expand our course 
offerings on topics in research ethics and science policy.   
 
A certificate in STSS will serve students in these two constituencies in complementary ways. It will 
provide students in the humanities and social sciences training in and access to the resources of 
interdisciplinary STSS research, allowing them to situate their disciplinary interests in science and 
technology in a broader interdisciplinary context. And it will provide science and technology students an 
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opportunity to systematically explore questions about research ethics and science policy, and the history, 
social context, and philosophy of the research traditions in which they work. For students in both 
constituencies, this certificate will make visible the interdisciplinary training they now seek out informally. 
This is a significant consideration inasmuch as a growing number of faculty appointments in science 
studies are interdisciplinary (as evidenced by this year’s STS cluster hires at Technical University of 
Munich and at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo), and STEM researchers and practitioners are increasingly 
called upon to demonstrate that they have ethics training and to account for the relevance and impact of 
their research.  
 
The central learning goals of the certificate are for students:  

• To develop a critical, historically informed understanding of the STEM fields in social context; 
• To gain robust content knowledge of relevant STSS research beyond one’s disciplinary program 

and an appreciation of what different disciplinary research methodologies can contribute to studies 
of science and technology; 

• To integrate STSS concepts and methods with the core ideas of one’s home discipline; 
• To build a sophisticated understanding of research ethics, policy, and equity issues in the sciences 

and sharpen the critical reasoning skills necessary to navigate normative issues as they arise in 
practice;  

• To develop the ability to successfully navigate a world where problems will increasingly demand a 
detailed knowledge of the interaction of science, technology and society. 

 
The benefits of bringing together students from these different backgrounds include the following:  

• Cross-fertilization between STSS students in the humanities and social sciences will provide an 
opportunity to learn first hand what STSS research involves in a range of fields, and to get feedback 
from peers who can bring to bear the resources of disciplines other than their own;  

• Engagement between STEM students and students with STSS interests in the humanities and 
social sciences will provide each with an interdisciplinary framework for understanding their own 
fields, disrupting assumptions that often make cross-field communication difficult and cultivating a 
nuanced appreciation of research practice in and on STEM fields.  

 
The benefits to students in their careers after graduation include:  

• For social science and humanities students: access to the growing number of faculty positions that 
require interdisciplinary STSS expertise; 

• For STEM students: demonstration of research ethics training and expertise relevant not only for 
prospective STEM practitioners who must address normative issues pro-actively, but also for STEM 
graduates who seek positions as science and technology policy analysts, managers, and advisors; 

• For all students: given the enormous and growing importance of science and technology in the 
contemporary world, STSS training provides key resources for addressing the challenges posed by 
scientific and technological innovation, cultivating informed citizenship. 

 
STSS Certificate Curriculum 
We propose the following requirements for a Certificate in Science, Technology and Society Studies, 
based on elements of existing certificate programs that are appropriate to an STSS certificate. 
 

Admission: There are no formal pre-requisites for admission to the STSS Certificate beyond 
acceptance to a UW master’s or doctoral program. The reason for this is that we anticipate that the 
STSS certificate will be used as a recruiting tool by participating departments, so we expect 
applications not only from students who have discovered STSS after studying at UW for some time, 
but also from MA or PhD students who have been accepted into the University of Washington but have 
not yet begun their studies here. That said, students applying to the program must have demonstrated 
an interest in and knowledge of STSS in either their previous course work or research. 
• Applications: Prospective certificate students will submit a statement of interest with their 

application outlining how their research interests relate to the broad interdisciplinary area of STSS 
and how participation in the certificate program will advance their PhD or MA program of study. 
Students with a clear understanding of the relevance of STSS to their larger graduate program of 
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study are the students who are most likely to be successful in the certificate program.  
• Admission procedure: Applications will be reviewed each Spring quarter by the steering committee. 

An STSS advisor will be assigned to each of the students admitted by this committee; except in 
unusual circumstances, the STSS advisor will not be a member of the student’s supervisory 
committee.  

 
Portfolio requirement: Each STSS certificate student will develop a portfolio with the guidance of his 
or her STSS advisor. This will include the initial statement of interest in STSS that was the basis for 
admission to the certificate program, and it will document how this core interest has been addressed 
and/or reconfigured by the courses taken for the certificate as well as by SSNet or related colloquia 
and public lectures attended. Students will begin development of the portfolio in the STSS in Action 
microseminar that they are required to take when they enter the certificate program. They will be 
expected to develop this portfolio continuously as they meet certificate requirements. In their final year 
of the certificate program they will finalize the portfolio by linking selected products or documentation 
of their research and teaching activities to the certificate’s learning objectives, demonstrating how 
these relate to their own professional goals. Each student will present a completed portfolio to the 
STSS steering committee, core faculty, and other STSS Certificate students as part of the capstone 
requirement (see below).  

 
Course requirements: The STSS certificate, as outlined here, requires a minimum of 18 credits: 4 
credits in C/NC courses and 14 credits in graded courses. At least 14 of these credits must be at the 
500-level, and a maximum of 6 certificate elective credits may also count as electives in the student’s 
graduate program. We believe this meets the guidelines for certificates which specify a minimum 
requirement of 15 credits, with 9 credits in 500-level courses and 9 credits in graded courses. 
 
• STSS in Action microseminar: this will be a new course taught by core faculty in the STSS 

certificate program who will each rotate through the administration of the course. The class will 
meet once a week in Autumn quarter, with each session led by a different member of the core 
faculty who will introduce a theme or area of active research interest in STSS (e.g., gender and 
science, ethical issues in scientific research, science and public policy, postcolonial science 
studies, etc.). This course is intended to provide an introduction to STSS as an interdisciplinary 
area of study and to orient participants to the expectations and process of completing the 
certificate, including the launch of their STSS portfolio. (We will apply to the curriculum committee 
for a prefix for this course and for the capstone portfolio course described below; ideally, that prefix 
will be STS or STSS.) 
  = 2 credits (C/NC) / 500 level 
 

• Broad Perspectives seminar: one core course chosen from the following offerings, each of which is 
typically offered on an annual or biennial basis, and each of which provides an advanced 
introduction to areas that make up this interdisciplinary domain of research.  

• ANTH 473, Anthropology of Science and Technology;  
• COM 540, Rhetoric of Science;  
• COM 539, Theories of Technology & Society; 
• PHIL 560, Seminar in the Philosophy of Science;  
• VAL 591, Ethics Matters in Science.  

This course should be chosen in consultation with the student’s STSS advisor and, because this 
requirement is meant to broaden the horizons of participants in the certificate program, it may not 
be selected from the student’s home discipline. Most of the faculty who currently teach these 
courses are members of the interdisciplinary committee, and they confirm that students from 
outside their departments often enroll in these courses, indicating that students in the certificate 
program should have no problem gaining access to these courses to meet this requirement. If 
additional courses arise that seem appropriate for this list, the interdisciplinary committee will vote 
on whether or not to add them.  
  = 4-5 credits  
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• Interdisciplinary Breadth elective: one additional graduate seminar that addresses STSS issues 
from outside the student’s home discipline. A list of STSS courses offered in any given quarter is 
available on the SSNet curriculum website. Examples of recently offered courses that would meet 
this requirement include:  

• BPOLST546: Science, Expertise, and Public Policy 
• ESS 508, Great Geological Issues;  
• GEOG 522, Space, Technologies and Society;  
• LAW H536/BH536, Research Ethics and Regulation; 
• PHG 523 / Law H520, Genetics and the Law. 

This course should be chosen in consultation with the student’s STSS advisor; the student may 
propose courses for consideration that do not appear in the SSNet listings. Since the courses that 
can meet this requirement vary in any given year, there is a great deal of flexibility in how a 
student in the certificate program meets this requirement. If a particular course is full, s/he should 
be able to enroll in another relevant course being offered that will meet this requirement.    

 = 5 credits / 500-level 
 

• Topic or Discipline-specific elective: one additional graduate seminar that addresses STSS issues 
in the student’s home discipline and/or is directly relevant to the student’s dissertation topic, to be 
chosen in consultation with the student’s STSS advisor. 

= 5 credits / 500-level 
 

• Capstone experience: 2-credits of independent research in which students completing the STSS 
certificate program will finalize their certificate portfolios; this is to be supervised by the student’s 
STSS advisor. These portfolios will reflect the students’ participation in relevant colloquia 
sponsored by the Science Studies Network, History of Science and Philosophy of Science 
Discussion Groups, Center for Biological Futures Talks, etc., as well as relevant experience in their 
classes, and relate those activities to their own scholarship and professional development activities. 
Completed portfolios will be presented to the STSS steering committee, core faculty, and other 
STSS Certificate students at the end of Autumn quarter of a student’s final year at UW. Students 
preparing to present their portfolios will meet with their advisors and with each other in a planning 
session the Spring before their presentation quarter to consult as a group about the expectations 
for portfolio completion and presentation.  

= 2 credits (C/NC) / 500-level  
 

Grading/Assessment and Minimum Standards: To receive credit (i.e., a grade of “C” rather than 
“NC”) in the STSS in Action microseminar and in the Capstone experience, students must perform 
work in each of these courses that would be deserving of a grade of 2.7 or higher. Successful 
completion of the Graduate Certificate Program in STSS requires a minimum cumulative GPA of 3.0 
for courses required for the Certificate and a grade of 2.7 or higher for each course counted toward the 
certificate.  

At the end of each year, the steering committee of the Interdisciplinary Committee on STSS will query 
members of the core faculty and students who are currently enrolled in the program (or who have just 
completed it) about the availability and content of courses that count toward the certificate, and 
whether they think there are any courses that should be removed from, or added to, the lists of 
courses that meet the Broad Perspectives requirement. If the steering committee determines that a 
course should be added to this list or taken from it, they will take their recommendation to the 
Interdisciplinary Committee for a vote. Qualitative feedback from course evaluations conducted on the 
STSS in Action microseminar will be shared with the steering committee and with the faculty member 
chosen to teach that course the following year, to assist in improvements of that course over time. 
Portfolio presentations will be witnessed each year by the core faculty, allowing them to assess the 
usefulness of the program for students and develop best practices going forward.  

STSS Governance  

We propose three layers of governance for the STSS certificate program: 
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(1) STSS Interdisciplinary Committee (established March 2012 by the Graduate School): currently 15 
members drawn from 11 different departments and programs. 

(2) The Director and Steering Committee for the STSS Certificate: 3 members drawn from 
Interdisciplinary committee, serving 3 year staggered terms 

(3) Core Faculty: ~10 who will have primary responsibility for advising certificate students and 
contributing to the first year, “STSS in Action.” 

 
The STSS Interdisciplinary Committee will vote on three members to be on the steering committee for the 
Certificate. Once elected, the steering committee will elect a director. The same process will be followed 
by the steering committee to choose approximately 10 core faculty for the program; the core faculty need 
not all be members of the Interdisciplinary Committee. Committee membership and core faculty lists will 
be reviewed and updated every three years or as needed.  
 
The steering committee, led by the STSS Director, will be expected to handle admissions, assign 
students to advisors, coordinate information about course offerings for the year, conduct a yearly review 
of student progress for those enrolled in the program, confer with advisors to ensure consistency in the 
application of advising standards and expectations, and recruit faculty members to teach the STSS in 
Action microseminar and coordinate the capstone experience each year.  
 
Core faculty will be expected to coordinate the STSS Exposed microseminar once every 5 to 10 years, 
appear as a guest lecturer in that microseminar once every 2 years, advise students in the program, 
attend the capstone portfolio presentations in the Spring, and report to the steering committee during their 
annual review of student progress.   
 
Demand and Outreach 
 
The demand for an STSS Certificate is evident in the active participation of graduate students in SSNet 
and related events and microseminars, and in requests for access to SSTS courses listed on the SSNet 
website from students in programs other than those sponsoring these courses. Members of the STSS 
Interdisciplinary Committee estimate that, among their students, we would have had 12 to 16 applications 
to such a program over the past three years. That number will be higher if we build a research ethics 
component of the certificate that is attractive to students in STEM programs. We will advertise the STSS 
Certificate, when it is approved, through the following channels: 

• SSNet list of current STSS course offerings: this online resource has been maintained since 
2008; this past academic year we listed 15 courses at the 400-500 level. The faculty teaching 
these courses report significant demand for admission from students outside the program. For 
example, COM 540, “Rhetoric of Science,” typically enrolls more students from outside than 
within Communication; more than half the students who took PHIL 560, “Science and Values” in 
Winter 2012 came outside Philosophy; and instructors of HPS 400, the capstone course for the 
HPS major, routinely receive inquiries from interested graduate students who seek an advanced 
introduction to HPS/STSS. The SSNet online course list and listserv will continue to be a key 
means of outreach to interested students, and we will ensure that students enrolled in these 
courses receive information about the STSS Certificate.  

• Graduate student organizers and members of STSS groups: outreach to FoSEP (the Forum on 
Science, Ethics and Policy), graduate student participants in SSNet colloquia and workshops, and 
in the History of Science and Philosophy of Science discussion groups has proven effective in 
recruiting graduate students to SSNet and BioFutures microseminars; we will circulate 
information about the STSS Certificate through these networks.  

• Faculty and graduate student instructors of STSS courses: we will circulate Certificate information 
to faculty involved in the Major in Integrated Science, faculty or graduate students who teach or 
TA undergraduate courses for the Major in History and Philosophy of Science, and graduate 
students who have requested admission to the core or capstone courses in these majors. 

• Aligned programs: we will reach out to graduate students involved in the Program on Values in 
Society, Critical Medical Humanities, Environmental Ethics, and Biological Futures.  

 
Resources and Support  
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• Advising: members of the STSS Interdisciplinary Committee and the core faculty are committed to 

serving as advisors for students admitted to the certificate.  
• Graduate administration: the Department of Philosophy has agreed to provide staff support for 

registering students, tracking their progress, and communicating with the Graduate School via 
MyGrad program. This support will be provided by the graduate administrator who handles the PhD 
in Philosophy and the Certificate offered by the Program on Values. (See attached letter of 
commitment from the Chair of Philosophy.)  

• Advertising: this will be undertaken primarily through the development of an STSS Certificate 
webpage, and through SSNet and related networks (as above). The Simpson Center has agreed to 
commit resources from its Science, Technology, and Society (STSS) Fund to support website 
design and maintenance for the first three years of the Certificate.  The Simpson Center will also 
dedicate one of its computers to this end and offer office space as possible..  

• Long term support: the STSS Interdisciplinary Committee and the STSS core faculty will explore 
external funding sources for special initiatives (e.g., the NSF programs in Science and Technology 
Studies, and in Ethics Education in Science Engineering), and would like the opportunity to develop 
foundation and capital campaign fund raising initiatives to support the expansion of STSS course 
offerings, especially in research ethics and integrity. Should this support not come through, the 
program can be maintained without funding, as the teaching of the STSS in Action microseminar 
and advising in the program are done voluntarily by members of the core faculty, and staff support 
for administration of the certificate is being provided by the graduate administrator in Philosophy.      

 
 
Core faculty:  
 
Current composition of the STSS Interdisciplinary Committee 
 
Coordinators: Leah Ceccarelli, Phillip Thurtle, Alison Wylie  

Sareeta Amrute (Anthropology, UW-Seattle) 
Leah Ceccarelli (Communication, UW-Seattle) 
Kelly Edwards (Bioethics & Humanities, UW-Seattle) 
Sarah Elwood (Geography, UW-Seattle) 
Stephanie (Malia) Fullerton (Bioethics and Humanities, UW-Seattle) 
Angela Ginorio (Gender, Women & Sexuality Studies, UW-Seattle) 
Lynn Hankinson Nelson (Philosophy, UW-Seattle) 
Celia Lowe (Anthropology, UW-Seattle) 
Gwen Ottinger (Interdisciplinary Arts and Sciences-STS, UW-Bothell) 
Margaret Pugh O'Mara (History, UW-Seattle) 
Woody Sullivan (Astronomy, UW-Seattle) 
Phillip Thurtle (CHID and History, UW-Seattle) 
Matthew Weinstein (Education, UW-Tacoma) 
Andrea Woody (Philosophy, UW-Seattle) 
Alison Wylie (Philosophy and Anthropology, UW-Seattle)

 


