Summary

Psyc 313
Experimental Psychology: Physiological Processes

The goal of the Physiological Processes course is to teach students about the physiology/biology of behavior.  We cover neuroanatomy, neurophysiology, methodologies used in the field of biopsychology, and applications to real world problems (e.g., Alzheimer’s disease, drug abuse, psychological disorders).  This course is typically a very challenging (and intimidating) course for students, so I try to make every effort to aid students in their learning of the material (and hopefully long-term retention of it as well).  As I stated in my syllabus: “The goal of this course is not to force you to memorize as much information as possible for exams and then forget it the next day.  I want you to be able to retain and use most of what you are hearing and reading about in this course.”  Considerable research shows that “distributed” learning produces the best long-term retention (as opposed to “massed” learning).  For example, “cramming” the night before an exam would be a form of massed learning.  The individual will probably do fine on the exam the next day, but will forget most of the information soon after.  Reviewing class notes every few days, instead of only the night before an exam and frequent in-class reviews of material, would be forms of distributed learning.  
Fall 2005:

Exams: To take advantage of the distributed learning effect, I scheduled several exams during the semester (6 total), which would require students to be reviewing the material more frequently and hopefully result in better exam performance.  Additionally, because there were more exams covering fewer chapters, I was able to ask more of the in-depth questions I like to ask.  I decided to use two different types of exams in the class (i.e., oral and written).  Considering there were so many exams scheduled during the semester, I wanted to be able to mix things up a bit and decided that oral exams would be a nice way to do that.  Oral exams consisted of a 25-30 minute conversation with me in which the student came in with her own first question and I followed up with a list of my own (see Physiological Processes website for more details).  Students did a really fantastic job on these exams.  They were all quite nervous when they came in, but they all seemed to really enjoy the discussion and showed that they had clearly learned a lot about the topics at hand.  Evaluations of the oral exams were uniformly positive.
Research Journal: Because the material in physiological psychology can be very dense, it is especially important to help students make clear connections between the concepts being discussed in class and real world applications.  As a means to help students apply the information they were learning to “real life” cases, I used a research journal assignment for the class.  I found a wonderful book called “Toscanini’s Fumble” by Klawans (1988) that described several cases of individuals with various neurological problems.  I selected chapters out of the book for students to read and reflect upon.  The research journal assignment required the student to read the selected chapter, apply information from the chapter to material discussed in class, find at least one primary source on the topic of the chapter, and write up their thoughts and findings.  This assignment served to reinforce the applicability of the topics at hand, give the students some experience examining sources (and determining what makes a good one as opposed to a bad one), and spend some time writing.  Course evaluations showed clearly that students really enjoyed the book and the research journal assignment.  For more details on the research journal assignment, see the research journal handout on the Physiological Processes website.

Fall 2007:

I will be teaching Physiological Processes for the second time in the fall of 2007. Based on student evaluations from the fall of 2005, I plan to conduct the class in a very similar manner. We will have several exams (both oral and written), write research journals based on the Klawans book, and use peer learning for day-to-day classes (which students remarked very favorably on in the fall 2005 evaluations). 
