Summary

Psyc 101 and 102
Introduction to Psychology
The goal of the Introduction to Psychology courses is to help students attain a broad base of knowledge about the field of psychology.  Introduction to Psychology is taught in a year-long sequence.  Psyc 101 covers topics that include research methods, biological psychology, sensation and perception, consciousness, learning, memory, thinking, language, intelligence, and child development.  Psyc 102 covers topics such as motivation and emotion, adolescence and adulthood, gender and sexuality, personality, psychological disorders, methods of therapy, health, and social psychology.  The methods I use in teaching these courses are essentially identical, so I will describe my approach to both of them in this single summary.   

From my perspective, one of the biggest challenges in teaching Introduction to Psychology is that students more often than not come in thinking it is going to be an easy course.  Students often have a misperception about psychology; specifically, that psychology is based entirely on commonsense.  I make it a primary objective in my Introduction to Psychology classes to point out (or better yet, let the students figure out) the exceptions to commonsense in psychology.  Exams in these courses typically consist of a small number of multiple choice and matching, and a large number of short answer and essay questions.   

I work hard to employ a number of teaching methods in my classes, and several of these are used in my Introduction to Psychology courses, including peer learning, short papers, leading article discussions, and psych in the news.  I have discussed peer learning and short papers in my teaching statement, so will not comment on them further, but will briefly discuss leading article discussions and psych in the news.  
Group Presentations: In Psyc 102 (spring of 2005), I had students participate in group presentations.  These presentations were based on classic studies in psychology and each group was required to research the topic (using an assigned reading from me and their textbook) and present the information to the class.  I had used this assignment several times before I came to Randolph College with good reviews from students; however, my Psyc 102 students seemed to not get much from the group presentations.  In fact, the student evaluations for this assignment were overwhelmingly negative.  Mainly, students felt that the presentations were not clear.  After the mid-term evaluations for this course revealed some problems with the presentations, I made it a requirement that every group make a handout for the class with key information.  This seemed to help, but students still seemed to think the group presentations were not worth the time when I read their final course evaluations.  

Leading Article Discussions: Because of the negative comments on the group presentation assignment in Psyc 102, I decided to try something different in Psyc 101 in the fall of 2005.  The primary reason for doing the presentations was to expose students to important psychological research.  Keeping with this important goal, I employed an article discussion assignment for Psyc 101.  I selected several articles that all students in the class were asked to read; however, two students led discussion on that article for the day (see Leading Discussion handout on Psyc 101 website).  The discussion leaders’ job is to provide a brief summary of the article (to refresh everyone’s memory) and then provide several discussion points/questions for the group to talk about.  The students’ comments on the article discussions were much more positive; they seemed to be getting a lot more out of this activity than the group presentations, so I have continued this assignment in subsequent semesters (and in all of my other courses as well).  

Psych in the News: Psych in the News was an assignment I added to Psych 101 in the fall of 2006.  The basic idea was for students to bring in a current news article about something psychology-related and briefly tell the class about what they found.  I thought this would be a nice way to have an informal discussion about the latest research in psychology and also give students the chance to critique reports of psychology in the popular press.  For this assignment, I allowed the students to bring in articles from any source (reputable or not).  Often times, the liveliest conversations came about when a student brought in a story that clearly had no scientific validity.  They seemed to really enjoy picking apart the articles and discussing confounds that abounded in many of the stories.  However, course evaluations indicated that many students did not find this activity helpful. Mainly because the topics discussed often did not match up with what we were currently discussing in class, and when we spent too much time talking about particular articles, we often ran out of time and had to cut into the next class period to finish up. I still really like the idea of students searching for current psychology-related findings in the news, so will likely try this assignment again. Perhaps, limiting the presentations to a group of two students with a presentation occurring once a week on a topic that is in some way related to our current topic of discussion will make it a more beneficial activity for students. 
