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s tress is one of the most popular topics 
in the college classroom and is also of 
great interest to students in high school, 

given the busy nature of contemporary adoles-
cence. A number of recent discoveries in stress 
research shed new light on both the process of 
scientific discovery and the nature of differenc-
es between men and women. I will first briefly 
describe three theories in stress research that 
have dominated the field and then describe a 
relatively new theory that is generating frenetic 
research activity.

Stress can be defined in many different ways. 
Many early definitions of stress relied heavily 
on biological activity. Cannon (1929) viewed 
stress as the biological mobilization of the body 
for action, involving sympathetic activation and 
endocrine activity. Selye (1956) similarly saw 
stress as the activation of a host of physi-
ological systems. Later theorists added more 
psychological components to the process of 

stress (e.g., Lazarus, 1966). The later and 
more psychological theories defined stress as 
being caused when the perceived demands 
on the organism exceeded the resources to 
meet those demands (Gurung, 2006). Although 
these different definitions have all been well 
supported, the easiest way to define stress and 
one that allows for subjective differences and 
physiological and psychological components is: 
stress is the upsetting of homeostasis (Can-
non, 1929).

eaRly theoRies
Walter Cannon applied the concept of homeo-
stasis to the study of human interactions with 
the environment (Cannon, 1914). The basic 
idea is intuitive and can be remembered by a 
simple example. Imagine finding yourself face 
to face with a menacing thug who is armed and 
dangerous. You can probably guess what your 
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apa 2008 convention
The APA annual convention will be held on  
August 14-17, 2008, in Boston, MA. Check  
the APA Web site for more details at  
www.apa.org/convention.

announcinG neW  
pt@cc committee 
memBeRs
The APA Committee of Psychology Teachers at 
Community Colleges (PT@CC) is delighted to 
welcome two new members who will join the com-
mittee beginning in 2008. Wynn W. call, phD, of 
Mesa Community College and Julie penley, phD, 
of El Paso Community College were elected to the 
committee in the 2007 elections. 

Drs. Call and Penley will fill the positions left vacant 
by off-going committee members susan k. “skip” 
pollock, phD, of Mesa Community College and 
ladonna lewis, phD, of Glendale Community 
College. The PT@CC Committee and the APA staff 
extend thanks and appreciation to Drs. Pollock and 
Lewis for their service to PT@CC and their commit-
ment to excellence in the teaching of psychology.

coeDitoRs
martha Boenau 
mboenau@apa.org
 
emily leary
eleary@apa.org

Robin hailstorks, phD
rhailstorks@apa.org

contRiButinG  
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Psychology Teacher Network is published quarterly by the 
Education Directorate of the American Psychological Associa-
tion (APA).  Subscriptions are free to High School and Commu-
nity College Teacher Affiliates of APA and APA Members, and 
$15 a year for all others.  Address editorial correspondence to 
Psychology Teacher Network, APA Education Directorate, 750 
First St., NE, Washington, DC  20002-4242; (202) 572-3013.  
Address inquiries regarding membership or affiliation to the 
APA Membership Office, at the same address.

With this issue, APA is pleased to unveil a new design for 
the PTN newsletter.  We hope the readers will enjoy the new 
format. (PTN design by Liz Woodcock, Graphic Designer, APA 
Editorial and Design Services)
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RepoRt on the First institute for 
high school psychology teachers

aPA and TOPSS held the first Institute for High 
School Psychology Teachers this past July 2007. 
The 2007 institute, held at the University of Wiscon-

sin-Green Bay (UWGB), focused on biopsychology, one 
of the domains of the National Standards for High School 
Psychology Curricula. Thirty-one high school teachers from 
14 states attended the 5-day institute. 

Throughout the week, teachers heard presentations from 
a variety of expert psychologists who spoke on different 
topics related to biopsychology. Speakers and their topics 
included:

•  James kalat, phD (North Carolina State University), who 
presented on Biological Psychology: The Major Issues 
and Biological Psychology—Mechanisms

•  nancy Dess, phD (Occidental College), who presented 
on Feelings on the Tip of the Tongue: Taste, Emotion, and 
the Organization of Behavior

•  Dean vonDras, phD (UWGB), who presented on Aging: 
Promoting Awareness and Advocacy

•  eric chudler, phD (University of Washington), who pre-
sented on Neuroscience in the Psychology Classroom: 
Challenges and Opportunities and Neuroscience in the 
Psychology Classroom—Journey Into the Brain 

•  cynthia Belar, phD (APA Education Directorate), who 
presented on Health Psychology

•  Regan Gurung, phD (UWGB), who presented on Ad-
vances in Stress and Coping (and Why Women Do It 
Better) 

 
In addition to these biopsychology sessions, kristin ves-
pia, phD, and Georjeanna Wilson-Doenges, phD, both of 
UWGB, presented special sessions on careers in psychol-
ogy and environmental psychology.

Each day, four master teachers also presented on peda-
gogy, activities, and resources. The master teachers were: 

amy Fineburg (Spain Park High School, Hoover, AL),  
hilary Rosenthal (Glenbrook South High School,  
Glenview, IL), William elmhorst (Marshfield High School, 
Marshfield, WI), and kent korek (Germantown High 
School, Germantown, WI). 

Besides providing attendees with lectures and addresses, 
the institute allowed for small groups of teachers and 
faculty to work together to update the following TOPSS unit 
lesson plans, all originally produced in the 1990s: 
•  Sensation and Perception 
•  Development 
•  Biological Bases of Behavior 
•  Motivation and Emotion

The unit lesson plans are expected to be fully revised and 
posted to the TOPSS Web site in 2008.

Along with the excellent sessions and group work, high-
lights from the week included:
•  Visits from two representatives from the Wisconsin De-

partment of Education
•  An opening dinner overlooking the bay
•  A tour of Lambeau Field (complete with cheeseheads!) 

and a dinner at Curly’s Pub
•  A closing reception on the UWGB campus

PowerPoint presentations given at the Green Bay institute, 
photographs, and more details are posted to the TOPSS 
Web site. 

The TOPSS Committee hopes that the 2007 institute was 
the first of many teaching institutes to come. Look for infor-
mation about the next institute, to be held in 2009, on the 
TOPSS Web site and in the PTN. ptn
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body does: Your heart pumps faster, your blood pressure 
rises, you breathe faster, you may be a little flushed, and 
your palms may be sweaty. All these reactions are caused 
by the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) that prepares 
the body for action. Activation of the SNS increases circula-
tion, respiration, and metabolism, all factors that fuel your 
body to ready it either to fight the thug or flee, escaping as 
fast as you can. Voilà, the classic fight or flight response.

Some years later, Hans Selye argued that organisms have 
a general way of responding to all stressors, what he called 
a general adaptation syndrome (GAS, Selye, 1956). When 
faced with a stressor, whether a wild animal, a threatening 
mugger, or intense cold, the body first goes into a state of 
alarm: hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) activation takes 
place, and the body attempts to cope with the stressor 
during a period of resistance. If the stressor persists for too 
long, the body breaks down in a state of exhaustion. Many 
acute or short-term stressors can be successfully dealt 
with in the resistance stage. Chronic or long-term stressors 
drive us to exhaustion. Chronic stressors can exert true 
physiological and psychological damage on human bod-
ies (McEwen, 2002). Both of these models were primarily 
physiological.

Richard Lazarus (1966) devised the first psychological 
model of stress. Lazarus saw stress as the imbalance 
between the demands placed on the individual and that in-
dividual’s resources to cope. He argued that the experience 
of stress differed significantly across individuals, depending 
on how they interpreted the event and the outcome of a 
specific sequence of thinking patterns called appraisals.

Lazarus suggested that we make two major types of 
appraisals when we face any potentially stressful event: 
primary and secondary. During primary appraisals, we 
ascertain whether the event is positive, negative, or neutral, 
and if negative, if it is harmful, threatening, or challenging. 
After we make a primary appraisal, we assess whether 
or not we have the necessary resources to cope with the 

event. During secondary appraisal, we essentially deter-
mine whether we can deal with the event and how we can 
cope. We may think about the social support we have, who 
can help us, and what exactly can be done. We are asking 
ourselves the question, “Do I have what it takes to cope?” 
The answer is critical. If our answer is no and we appraised 
the event as harmful and threatening and determined that 
we do not have the resources to cope, then we appraise 
the event as a stressor. If we appraised the event as a 
challenge and feel we have the resources to deal with it, 
the event remains just that, an event. All along this process 
there is often cognitive reappraisal taking place where we 
can change how we view the situation.

tenD anD BeFRienD
Shelley Taylor and colleagues (Taylor, Gruenewald, Klein, 
Lewis, Gurung, & Updegraff, 2000; Taylor, Lewis, Gru-
enewald, Gurung, Updegraff, & Klein, 2002) suggested 
that there are sex differences in stress responses and that 
women may tend and befriend in addition to fighting or 
fleeing. Taylor et al. (2000) noticed that diverse findings in 
the stress literature just did not go together with the fight-
or-flight model. The fight or flight model assumes that men 
and women faced the same challenges in our evolutionary 
history. However, this was not true. Females have always 
been primary caregivers of infants due to their greater in-
vestment in giving birth (a minimum investment of 9 months 
for women versus minutes for men). Men have easily been 
able to fight or flee, but women often had to look after in-
fants. If women fought and lost, they would leave their infant 
defenseless. If women ran, they would either have to leave 
their infant behind, or the weight of the infant would surely 
slow them down and lead to capture. Instead, Taylor et al. 
(2000) argued that women developed additional stress 
responses aimed to protect, calm, and quiet the child, to 
remove it from harm’s way (i.e., tending), and to marshal 
resources to help. Essentially, women create social net-
works to provide resources and protection for themselves 
and their infants (i.e., befriending). The tend-and-befriend 
response, thus, provides more reasonable stress respons-
es for females than the basic fight-or-flight theory. This new 
theory builds on the brain’s attachment/caregiving system, 
which counteracts the metabolic activity associated with 
the traditional fight-or-flight stress response—increased 
heart rate, blood pressure, and cortisol levels—and leads to 
nurturing and affiliative behavior.

Existing evidence from research with nonhuman animals, 
neuroendocrine studies, and human-based social psychol-

Lazarus saw stress as the im-
balance between the demands 
placed on the individual and that 
individual’s resources to cope.

Recent, continued on page 8 
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about 10 years ago, a few of my colleagues and 
I were wondering why so many people buy the 
supermarket tabloids that focus almost exclusively 

on gossip about celebrities. After all, the celebrities are 
strangers who have little impact on our day-to-day lives. Yet, 
it appears as if we cannot get enough information about 
them. All available historical and cross-cultural data sug-
gest that gossip has always been an integral part of human 
social life, and so it seemed that the study of this ubiqui-
tous human trait might potentially reveal a great deal about 
human psychology. This brief conversation inspired me to 
undertake a series of experiments on gossip that eventually 
led to several publications, dozens of interviews with the 
media, and invitations to speak at conferences and univer-
sities across the United States and Europe. In short, it has 
been great fun! I hope that by sharing some of the things I 
have learned about the psychology of gossip I might spark 
some new ideas for helping teachers engage their students 
with psychology.

What is Gossip?
Let me begin by defining exactly what I mean when I use 
the word “gossip,” as the term gets used in a variety of 
different ways, sometimes interchangeably with terms like 
“rumors,” which I think are quite different. For information to 
qualify as gossip, it needs to have a few key features.
1.  It must be about a person, usually someone who is not 

present at the time the information is being discussed. 
2.  It must be something that is not widely known and usu-

ally something that a person might make a moral judg-
ment about.

3.  It is inherently entertaining and often irresistible.

is Gossip alWays a BaD thinG?
No one wants to be labeled “a gossip,” and our initial incli-
nation is to describe people who gossip in a very negative 
way. However, research has indicated that a predisposition 
toward gossip is an innate, normal part of human nature. 
As such, it might be better to think of gossip as a social skill 
rather than as a character flaw, because it is only when we 
don’t do it well that we get into trouble. Sharing intimate 
information with another person is a sign of trust, and being 
included in the gossip network is a sign of a person’s ac-
ceptance by a group and a measure of that person’s status 
in the eyes of others. Gossiping creates bonds between 
people and increases the cohesiveness of groups. Basi-
cally, we like people who share gossip with us, as long as 
we can trust them to keep information about us private.

hoW DiD Gossip Become  
paRt oF human natuRe?
Our ancestors lived their lives as members of small coop-
erative groups that were in competition with other small 
groups (Dunbar, 1996). To make matters more complicated, 
it was not only necessary for our ancestors to cooperate 
with in-group members for success against out-groups, but 
they also had to recognize that these same in-group mem-
bers were also their main competitors when it came time to 
divide limited resources. Living under such conditions, our 
ancestors faced a number of consistent adaptive problems 
that were social in nature: obtaining a reproductively valu-
able mate and successfully managing friendships, alliances, 
and family relationships. The social intelligence needed for 

the psychology of Gossip
 
Frank t. mcandrew, phD
Knox College

Gossip, continued on page 6 
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success in this early environment required a person to have 
an ability to predict and influence the behavior of others. 
Any process that would have provided fitness-relevant 
information would have been strongly selected for, and an 
irresistible interest in gossip would have been very handy 
indeed. In short, people who were fascinated by the lives of 
others were simply more successful than those who were 
not. And, it is the genes of those individuals that have come 
down through the ages. Like it or not, our inability to resist 
gossip is as much a part of who we are as is our inability to 
resist doughnuts or sex, and for the very same reasons.

Why the inteRest in celeBRities?
Even if we can explain the intense interest that we have 
in other people who are socially important to us, how can 
we possibly explain the seemingly useless interest that we 
have in the lives of celebrities? One possible explanation 
may be found in the fact that celebrities are a recent oc-
currence, evolutionarily speaking. In the ancestral environ-
ment, any person about whom we knew intimate details of 
his or her private life was, by definition, a socially important 
member of the in-group. According to Barkow (1992),

There never was any selection pressure in favor of 
our distinguishing between a genuine member of our 
community whose actions had real effects on our  
lives and those of our kin and acquaintances and 
the images and voices with which the entertainment 
industry bombards us (p. 630).

Thus, the intense familiarity with celebrities provided by the 
modern media trips the same gossip mechanisms that have 
evolved to keep up with the affairs of in-group members. 
After all, anyone who we see that often and know that much 
about must be socially important to us. This is especially 
true for television actors in soap operas that are seen on 
a daily basis. In fact, it has been documented that tabloids 
prefer stories about television actors who are seen regu-
larly to movie stars who are seen less often. These famous 
people become familiar friends whose characters take on a 
life of their own (Levin & Arluke, 1987). The public’s interest 
in these high-status members of our social world seems 
insatiable; circulation of tabloids and magazines such 
as People and Us run into the tens of millions per week. 
People seem to be interested in almost all aspects of celeb-
rity lives, but unflattering stories about violations of norms 
or bad habits are most in demand.

In our modern world, celebrities may also serve another 
important social function. In a highly mobile, industrialized 
society, celebrities may be the only “friends” we have in 
common with our new neighbors and coworkers. They pro-
vide a common interest and topic of conversation between 
people who otherwise might not have much to say to each 
other, and they facilitate the types of informal social interac-
tion that help people become comfortable in new surround-
ings. Hence, keeping up on the lives of actors, politicians, 
and athletes can make a person more socially adept during 
interactions with strangers.

aRe theRe DiFFeRent kinDs oF Gossip?
Researchers sometimes make a distinction between “good 
gossip,” which serves the interests of the group rather than 
the interests of individuals, and “bad gossip” that is noth-
ing more than an individual’s selfish efforts to further his or 
her own reputation and interests at the expense of oth-
ers. When used properly, “good gossip” can be a positive 
force in the life of a group. It can be a way of socializing 
newcomers into the ways of the group and an efficient way 
of reminding group members about the importance of the 
group’s norms and values. It can also be an effective deter-
rent to deviance and a way of punishing those who flout the 
standards of the group. Research has confirmed that gos-
sip that occurs in response to violations of social norms is 
indeed looked upon more favorably than self-serving gossip 
(Wilson, et al., 2000).

A colleague of mine, Charlotte DeBacker (2008) of the Uni-
versity of Leicester in England, has also made a distinction 
between strategy-learning gossip and reputation gossip. 
Strategy-learning gossip can be interesting no matter who it 
concerns because it teaches valuable lessons about how to 
live our own lives. For example, my students might be very 
interested in a story about a recent college graduate who 
got fired from her job because she had an affair with her 
boss, even if they do not personally know that individual. 
This occurs because the information provided by the gossip 
might be directly applicable to their own lives. Reputation 
gossip, on the other hand, is only interesting because of the 
information that it supplies about specific individuals. For 
example, hearing that my friend Larry had a drink at a party 
last Saturday night should only be interesting to people who 
already know Larry and know that he never drinks.

What kinD oF Gossip is  
most inteRestinG to us?
The gossip studies that my students and I have worked on 
over the past decade (e.g., McAndrew & Milenkovic, 2002; 

Gossip, continued from page 5



�

p
t

n
W

in
t

e
R

2008

McAndrew, Bell & Garcia, 2007) have focused on “bad gos-
sip,” and more specifically, on uncovering what we are most 
interested in finding out about other people and what we 
are most likely to spread around. We have had people of all 
ages rank their interest in tabloid stories about celebrities, 
and we have asked college students to read gossip scenar-
ios about unidentified individuals and tell us which types of 
people they would most like to hear such information about 
and who they would gossip about. We have consistently 
found that we are most interested in gossip about people of 
the same sex as ourselves who also happen to be around 
our own age. We have also found that information that is 
socially useful is always of greatest interest to us. Hence, 
we are most interested in information about the misfortunes 
and scandals of our rivals and high-status people, since 
this information might be exploited in social competition. 
Positive information about such people tends to be uninter-
esting to us. Conversely, positive information (good fortune, 
sudden elevation of status) about our friends and relatives 
is very interesting and likely to be used to our advantage 
whenever possible.

summaRy
In conclusion, I think that you will find that gossip is a topic 
that will be inherently interesting to your students and 
something that can be used as a springboard to discussing 
a variety of theoretical and methodological issues in psy-
chology. It might be especially fun to explore how the latest 
social networking tools, such as Facebook and MySpace, 
are driven by our thirst for gossip and how these 21st 
century technologies enable us to sharpen the very same 
human tendencies that evolved around the campfires of our 
prehistoric ancestors so long ago.
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DiD you knoW?

The National Center for Education Statistics 
reported that in 2004, 3.057 million high 
school students graduated from public and 
private high schools (compared with 3.176 
million in 2006). Also in 2004 (the most 
current year for which data was available), 
about 726,100 seniors had taken a psychol-
ogy course sometime during their 4 years 
in high school, or, roughly, 26% of the se-
nior class of 2004 had some coursework in 
psychology on their high school transcript 
(NCES, 2004). 

ReFeRence
U.S. Department of Education, National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics. (2004). Education 
longitudinal study of 2004. Washington, DC: 
High School Transcript Study.



�

p
t

n
W

in
t

e
R

20
08

ogy support this new theory. Neuroendocrine research 
shows that although women show the same immediate hor-
monal and sympathetic nervous system response to acute 
stress, other factors intervene to make fight or flight less 
likely in females. In terms of the fight response, while male 
aggression appears to be driven by hormones such as tes-
tosterone, female aggression is not. In fact, a major female 
hormone, oxytocin, actually counteracts the effects of stress 
chemicals such as cortisol and the catecholamines. Oxyto-
cin inhibits flight and enhances relaxation, reduces fearful-
ness, and decreases the other stress responses typical to 
the fight-or-flight response. Supporting the role of oxytocin 
in befriending, blocking oxytocin in women actually makes 
them spend less time with their friends (Jamner et al., 1998).

Tending is observed in animal studies when rat pups are 
removed from their nest for brief periods—a stressful situa-
tion for pups and mothers—and then returned. The mothers 
immediately move to soothe their pups by licking, grooming, 
and nursing them (Meaney, 2001). Similar behaviors are 
seen in sheep (Kendrick et al., 1997) and monkeys (Martel 
et al. 1993). In humans, breastfeeding mothers are found to 
be calmer (Ulvas-Moberg, 1996), and mother–infant contact 
has been shown to soothe both the mother and infant 
(Field, 1999). In clear support of the theory, Repetti (1997) 
showed that after a stressful day on the job, men want to 
be left alone and often fight with their spouses and kids; 
women actually tended when stressed, spending more time 
with their kids and having more physical contact with them.

Sex differences in social support also strongly support the 
idea that women are more likely to develop social networks, 
and befriend, than men. Both studies of rodents and hu-
mans show that females prefer being with others, especially 
other females, when they are stressed. Males prefer to be 
alone. Women are much more likely than men to seek out 
and use social support in all types of stressful situations, 
including health-related concerns, relationship problems, 
and work-related conflicts. 

Although it is still too early to say whether this new theory 
should be emblazoned right next to the fight-or-flight idea, 
the 7 years that have elapsed since its publication have 
seen it cited close to 400 times (a testament to its credibil-
ity). Good theories need to stand the test of time and rigor-
ous empirical testing. A good case exists for females having 
a different stress response than males, but only direct tests 
of this theory will let us know for sure. Research is actively 
putting tending and befriending to the test. Stand by.

ReFeRences
Cannon, W. B. (1914). The interrelations of emotions as 
suggested by recent physiological researches. American 
Journal of Physiology, 25, 256-282.

Cannon, W. B. (1929). Bodily changes in pain, hunger, fear 
and rage. Oxford, England: Appleton Press.

Field, D. (1999). A cross-cultural perspective on continuity 
and change in social relations in old age: Introduction to a 
special issue. International Journal of Aging and Human 
Development, 48, 257-261.

Gurung, R. A. R. (2006). Health psychology: A cultural  
approach. San Francisco, CA: Wadsworth.

Jamner, L. D., Alberts, J., Leigh, H., & Klein, L. C. (1998). 
Affiliative need and endogenous opioids. Paper presented 
at the annual meetings of the Society of Behavioral Medi-
cine, New Orleans, LA.

Kendrick et al. (1997). Neural control of maternal behavior 
and olfactory recognition of offspring. Brain Research  
Bulletin, 44, 383-395. 

Lazarus, R. S. (1966). Psychological stress and the coping 
process. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Martel, F. L., Nevison, C. M., Rayment, F. D., Simpson, M. 
J. A., & Keverne, E. B. (1993). Opioid receptor blockade 
reduces maternal affect and social grooming in rhesus 
monkeys. Psychoneuroimmunology, 18, 307-321.

McEwen, B. S., & Wingfield, J. C. (2003). The concept of al-
lostasis in biology and biomedicine. Hormones and Behav-
ior, 43(1), 2-15.

Meaney, M. J. (2001). Nature, nurture, and the disunity of 
knowledge. In A. R. Damasio, A. Harrington, et al. (Eds.), 
Unity of knowledge: The convergence of natural and human 
science. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences (Vol. 
935, pp. 50-61). New York: Academy of Sciences.

Repetti, R. L. (1997). The effects of daily job stress on 
parent behavior with preadolescents. Paper presented at 
the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in Child 
Development, Washington, DC.

Selye, H. (1956). The stress of life. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Recent, continued from page 4 

Recent, continued on page 10



�

p
t

n
W

in
t

e
R

2008

i t is 6:00 a.m. and I awake to the sound of the coffee-
maker gurgling in the kitchen. Fortunately, last night I 
had the foresight to prepare the coffeemaker and turn on 

the automatic timer that makes possible my jolt of caffeine 
promptly at 6:00 a.m. On my way to the kitchen I groan as 
I pass the bedroom window and notice that it has snowed 
during the night. Another 2 to 3 inches are covering the 
10 inches that fell yesterday. I pour my first cup of coffee 
and wonder why I agreed to teach an 8:00 a.m. section of 
introductory psychology, especially during the worst snow 
months of the year, January through March. The contempla-
tive calm of the early morning hours also inspires reflec-
tion on the fact that I have not taught an intro course for 20 
years. Interesting question…how is my current introductory 
psychology teaching experience different from that of 1987?

An easy answer to this query for many academics is to talk 
about the differences in students, after all, I am teaching a 
new generation of psychology undergraduates whose par-
ents could have sat in my classroom 20 years ago. Discuss-
ing how students have changed over the years is a favorite 
topic of the more senior members of the professoriate. 
One of the most famous recurring efforts in this area is the 
Mindset List (http://www.beloit.edu/~pubaff/mindset/2010.
php) produced each year by staff at Beloit College in Wis-
consin. In case you are not familiar with the Mindset List, it 
is announced yearly in August, and it describes the factors 
that affect the worldview of 18-year-old students entering 
their first year of college or university. For example, items 
on the 2006 list remind us that students born in 1988 have 
not lived in the era of the Soviet Union, of financially solvent 
airlines, or of carbon copies. The Mindset List authors con-

tend that their yearly exercise is meant to convey a sense 
of the ever-changing nature of our society, but, for those 
of us who teach these 1988 newborns, it also conveys the 
distinct message that 50- and 60-something professors 
have perspectives on contemporary culture that may have 
little in common with those of their 18-year-old students. As 
I pour my second cup of coffee, my thoughts turn to other 
then-and-now differences in the introductory teaching expe-
rience, affected, but not totally determined, by the obvious 
differences in the student generations.

Twenty years ago I was teaching in a psychology depart-
ment at a mid-sized comprehensive university. Our depart-
ment appointed one faculty member to coordinate the four 
large-enrollment introductory psychology sections. This 
job involved organizing the efforts of four to eight faculty 
members and several teaching assistants so that the 1,200 
to 1,300 students enrolled in the course during the semes-
ter experienced similarity of course content, including the 
assignment of a uniform textbook. The coordinator position 
was not highly sought after, but, fortunately, our department 
had a senior faculty member who was devoted to the teach-
ing of introductory psychology. He was especially committed 
to the idea that the course should have intellectual integrity 
and be taught by the most qualified and experienced faculty 
members in the department. Needless to say, graduate 
students were not invited to apply to be instructors. 

In 1987, the lecture format was, and perhaps still is, the 
staple of university teaching styles. I can remember the red 
flush of anger on the face of the senior faculty coordinator 

Introductory, continued on page 10

introductory  
psychology,  
then & now
clare porac, phD
APA Education Directorate Y
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when I sat in his office at the beginning of the semester and 
announced that I was going to lecture during only two of the 
three class sessions held each week. My plan was to de-
vote the third class session to a film or other demonstration 
on content relevant to the topic under discussion. “If you’re 
going to show a movie every week, why do the students 
need you?” was his irritated response. His comment was 
typical of the 1987 attitude toward the use of visual aids in 
teaching. If you used visual presentations as part of your 
teaching repertoire, it was because you were too lazy and 
disinterested to engage in “real” teaching, meaning prepar-
ing and giving a lecture. I remember being grateful for my 
tenured status as I eyed his angry face. I also remember 
being saddened and hurt that my effort to find high-qual-
ity visual material for my introductory course, which took 
considerable amounts of time in 1987, was not going to be 
rewarded or viewed as progressive, but rather was going 
to be seen contemptuously as “dumbing down” the course, 
while I slacked off. 

Let’s fast forward to 2007. I am now teaching at a re-
gional campus of a large land-grant university. My current 
department has many fewer faculty and students than 
my previous one, but there are still many sections of the 
introductory course each semester with 25 to 40 students 
enrolled in each section. There is no required commonality 
of content or textbook. The only uniform requirement is that 
the students enrolled in the introductory course participate 
for course credit in the research being conducted in the 
department. The majority of the sections of the course are 
taught by part-time and relatively junior faculty. 

The sole use of the lecture method is viewed as regressive, 
and instructors are encouraged, based on feedback from 
student course evaluations and/or university-wide curricu-
lum reform, to use a variety of instructional techniques. In-
structor copies of introductory textbooks arrive in my office 
with PowerPoint presentations, CDs, DVDs, computerized 
demonstrations, and voluminous instructor’s manuals with 
examples of how these materials can be integrated into the 
course. Our classrooms are equipped with the full range of 
visual display equipment coordinated through a computer-
ized control panel that allows all formats of visual material 
to be projected onto a large screen. Instructional designers 
are available to assist in the use of instructional technology, 
and there is a course management program that allows a 
professor to establish a course Web site where she/he can 
administer quizzes, set up chat rooms, and post announce-
ments and links to Web sites that expand on the content of 

the course. In the midst of all this technological wizardry, 
my recollections of 1987 and of carefully threading a reel 
of film through the spools of an ancient movie projector 
perched on a table in the center of a large lecture hall while 
keeping my fingers crossed that the film stayed in one 
piece and the projector bulb remained lit seem like events 
that never happened. 

One thing remains constant. The introductory course is still 
taken by large numbers of undergraduates on all campuses 
in North America. It remains a popular course because 
students continue to be interested in psychology and are 
curious about what the field is all about. For many, it will 
be the only time in their undergraduate years that they will 
be exposed to psychology as an academic discipline. In a 
study conducted in my first department (remember we had 
a faculty member who made the introductory course the fo-
cus of his career), we found that only 40% of those enrolled 
in introductory psychology took another psychology course 
during their undergraduate years. For this reason, I see the 
attention and resources that I expend on the introductory 
course as, perhaps, my only opportunity to convey  
the excitement and relevance of psychology to a large 
number of future engineers, business executives, and 
physicists. How they may benefit from and use the course 
information in their future lives and careers will always 
remain unknown to me, so I feel a responsibility to be up to 
date, thoughtful, and thought-provoking in my presentation 
of the course content.

I notice that the clock is edging past 7:00 a.m. My early 
morning reflections have shifted my mood in a positive di-
rection, and I prepare for my snowy drive to campus. As the 
sun rises, I have a PowerPoint to prepare and engineers to 
teach. ptn

Introductory, continued from page 9 
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the weather was hot, humid, and stormy, not what  
we expected for Worcester, MA, in midsummer. This 
past July, 21 psychology teachers arrived at historic 

Clark University to participate in the third annual 3-day 
APA/Clark University Workshop for High School Teachers, 
sponsored by the American Psychological Foundation’s 
(APF) Lee Gurel Fund, Clark University, and APA. On Sun-
day, July 8, we gathered at a local restaurant for a lovely 
dinner and introductions. Dr. Gurel was with us for the 3 
days, citing his reason for joining with APA, APF, and Clark 
to sponsor the workshop: to support the teaching of high 
school psychology.

The participants were filled with enthusiasm and eager 
to absorb the latest research being conducted by Nancy 
Budwig, PhD, on the History of Psychology; Michael Addis, 
PhD, on Masculinities and Human Well-Being; and Michael 
Bamberg, PhD, on Qualitative Methodology: Interviewing. 
Drs. Budwig, Addis, and Bamberg are all members of the 
Clark University Psychology Department. Judith Miller, PhD, 
the associate dean for Special Academic Initiatives, pre-
sented on inquiry-based learning. Additionally, the partici-
pants were both enlightened and entertained by Keynote 
Speaker Dr. Charles Brewer from Furman University in 
Greenville, SC. Dr. Brewer offered the participants insights 
regarding the misbehaving life of the behaviorist John B. 
Watson, who was a graduate of Furman. Dr. Brewer also 

shared his views regard-
ing the joys of teaching 
during a second key-
note talk. Participants 
were encouraged to ask 
him questions, and his 
responses reinforced the 
principles around which 
he has modeled his 
career: practice, practice, 
and practice some more.

We began our first session on Monday, July 9, in the 
psychology building in a conference room that was lined 
with photographs of all the graduated doctoral students 
from Clark. The history of Clark came alive with a visit to 
the Clark University Archives and a tour of the psychology 
facilities (including a replica of G. Stanley Hall’s office). The 
historic beginnings of psychology that teachers talk about 
to their students were seen first hand. Many of us could not 
resist having our picture taken with the life-sized bronze 
statue of Sigmund Freud commemorating his only visit to 
the United States.

Reflections on the apa/clark  
university high school  
teachers’ Workshop 
mary Jean voigt
Boylan High School, Rockford, IL

Reflections, continued on page 12

top Amy House and Mary  
Jean Voight (l-r) bottom Clark  

workshop participants  
collaborate on an activity.



1�

p
t

n
W

in
t

e
R

20
08

As high school presenters, Amy House and I offered the 
teachers a variety of best practices, alternate assessments, 
and demonstrations, including our favorite activities that re-
inforce key concepts outlined in the National Standards for 
High School Psychology Curricula (APA, 2005). Dr. Miller 
and Amy partnered to present a session entitled From 
Activity to Inquiry, helping the participants recognize how 
important it is to evoke a connection between concepts and 
demonstrations. The new TOPSS Social Psychology Unit 
Lesson Plan was introduced with an activity supporting in-
quiry and thinking outside the box. It was fun to watch Drs. 
Gurel and Brewer try to untangle themselves from a set of 
strings while working as a team to demonstrate creative 
thinking. Cooperation versus competition was explored 
along with a corresponding activity.

Teachers were given two CDs with activities and content 
information on topics ranging from the history of psychol-
ogy to social psychology, including particular Web sites that 
support teachers in preparing for particular content areas. 
We presented on the general use of technology in the 
classroom and had the participants share with others their 
personal Web sites and other Web sites they have found to 
be helpful. Michael Krikonis advised the participants of their 
ability to connect with Clark’s Blackboard site so that all the 
participants can remain in contact with one another.

The evenings were spent with lovely dinners and gather-
ings to discuss and share more information, especially the 
benefits of being a TOPSS member. Both Drs. Brewer and 
Gurel stayed in the dormitory and joined in our evening 
sharing sessions. Teachers were engaging and willing to 
share many of their own best practices. By the end of the 
workshop, the participants were filled with an abundance of 
ideas, and each echoed how happy they were to have par-
ticipated in this experience. Dr. Gurel was applauded and 
recognized for his wonderful contribution to the enhance-
ment of teaching of high school psychology.

Look for details about the 2008 APA/Clark University Work-
shop on page 20 and on the TOPSS Web site at http://www.
apa.org/ed/topss/conf_wkshop.html. ptn

Reflections, continued from page 11

NatioNal StaNdardS 
for HigH ScHool PSy-
cHology curricula
Revision in pRoGRess
The National Standards, first released in 1999 and 
revised in 2005, is undergoing its second revision for 
release in 2010-2012. The National Standards Work-
ing Group, charged with revising the document, met 
in November 2007 to discuss the revision and review 
feedback that was collected 2006-2007.

National Standards Working Group members are Amy 
Fineburg, Chair, Spain Park High School, Hoover, AL; 
Debra Park, West Deptford High School, Westville, 
NJ; Hilary Rosenthal, Glenbrook South High School, 
Glenview, IL; James Freeman, PhD, University of 
Virginia, Charlottesville, VA; and David Myers, PhD, 
Hope College, Holland, MI. An Advisory Panel of 10 
experts (two per each domain: Methods, Biopsycho-
logical, Development, Cognitive, and Variations in In-
dividual and Group Behavior) has also been selected 
to provide input into the revision process.

The National Standards is a living document, and 
feedback is always welcome.  Feedback on the 
second revision will continue to be solicited from APA 
boards, committees, and divisions over the next few 
years as the Working Group ensures the document 
best represents the science of psychology for high 
school curricula. The revised draft will likely be written 
by 2009 (approximate date), and TOPSS members 
also will be invited to provide feedback on the draft 
before it is finalized. Feedback can be submitted to 
the Working Group in care of the APA Education 
Directorate at education@apa.org or 750 First Street, 
NE, Washington, DC 20002.

The National Standards for High School Psychology 
Curricula is designed to express learning goals for 
students and to enhance quality psychology curricula. 
The National Standards provides content outlines, 
performance standards, and performance indicators, 
which describe what high school students should 
learn in the high school psychology class. The docu-
ment is currently available in print format and online 
via the APA Web site at http://www.apa.org/ed/natl-
standards.html.
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in Spring 2007, michael mclane of Sterling Heights 
High School, Sterling Heights, MI; Jacquelynn nor-
man of San Marcos High School, San Marcos, TX; and 

susan spencer of Arthur L. Johnson High School, Clark, 
NJ, were selected as the 2007 APA TOPSS Excellence 
in Teaching Award winners. McLane, Norman, and Spen-
cer were each awarded a framed certificate, an engraved 
Jefferson Cup, a complimentary TOPSS membership for 
the 2008 membership year, and a cash prize. They also 
received the ActivePsych CD series, donated by Worth 
Publishers. The TOPSS Excellence in Teaching Award rec-
ognizes outstanding high school psychology teachers. (See 
page 23 for the 2008 call for nominations.)

TOPSS Member-at-Large Marie Smith, PhD (MS), conduct-
ed the following interviews with the 2007 TOPSS Teaching 
Award winners.

1michael mclane (mm)
steRlinG heiGhts hiGh school,  
steRlinG heiGhts, mi

ms: Tell us a little about yourself: your background, how 
you got into teaching. How long have you been teaching 
high school psychology?
mm: I graduated from Eastern Michigan University and 
went back to the high school I graduated from, where I have 
been teaching for the last 9 years. I wanted to be a high 
school teacher because I wanted to help students make 
the most of opportunities that await them after high school. 
In addition to Psychology 1, I implemented AP psychology 
and wrote a course called Transitional Psychology, which 
covers the transitional period of adolescence.

ms: What advice do you have for new psychology  
teachers?
mm: When I first started teaching psychology, I knew the 
material, but did not know the material. In other words, I 
knew the content of psychology, but sometimes in a way 
that only I understood. When a student did not understand 
something and asked me to explain it again, I could not 
offer any other explanations. In retrospect, those situations 
actually gave me a chance to search for different explana-
tions, which led to finding new and more innovative ways of 
teaching psychology. Sometimes those awkward moments 
of silence and staring at confused faces led to my best 
examples for teaching a new concept.

ms: As a veteran teacher, what have you learned that you’d 
like to share with PTN readers?
mm: Through networking, I have realized the many differ-
ent ways to explain psychology. There are so many good 
and experienced psychology teachers willing to share their 
teaching methods that it is nothing but advantageous to 
include their techniques in your curriculum. Networking  
with other psychology teachers has led to expanding the 
content and delivery of my curriculum, which has helped 
me become a better teacher.

ms: What has been the most rewarding experience you 
have had as a teacher?
mm: The most rewarding experiences have always been 
centered on students’ saying that the material has helped 
them with a problem or a situation. I want my students to 

meet the 2007 topss excellence  
in teachinG aWaRD WinneRs

Meet, continued on page 14
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understand the material, but I also want them to be able to 
use the material to better their lives. 

2Jacquelynn noRman (Jn)
   san maRcos hiGh school,  
san maRcos, tx

ms: Tell us a little about yourself: your background, how 
you got into teaching. How long have you been teaching 
high school psychology?
Jn: Thirty years ago, with a great deal of enthusiasm, I  
became an educator. My favorite high school English 
teacher wrote a letter of encouragement giving me the key 
to the kingdom: “The most important thing is to love your 
students.” For the past 20 years, I’ve taught psychology 
along with all the required social sciences. Currently, I am 
fortunate to teach AP psychology and economics in the  
beautiful new San Marcos High School.

ms: What advice do you have for new psychology  
teachers?
Jn: Besides joining TOPSS, new teachers should initiate a 
relationship with the psychology department of the near-
est university. University professors and psychology majors 
are great resources for teaching materials, guest speakers, 
and student field trips. Create a psychology club and assign 
your very creative officers to establish communication with 
the leaders of Psi Chi or other psychology organizations. In 
a perfect scenario, your club officers will do all the legwork 
(and paperwork) required for a trip to sit in on a college 
psychology class.

ms: As a veteran teacher, what have you learned that you’d 
like to share with PTN readers?
Jn: The most important thing I have learned is that stu-
dents will learn more effectively if they are provided an 
opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge to their peers. 
My psychology students create several group media as-
signments, a personality research paper, review games, 
and a final multimedia project to be presented to the class. 
They also conduct experiments and demonstrations during 
a school-wide Psychology Awareness Week. A psychology 
fair of some sort is an excellent way to increase enroll-
ment in psychology courses. All of the extra effort on the 
teacher’s part to create the assignments or organize the 
psychology fair has a big payoff—you would be amazed at 
how much you can learn from your students.

ms: What is the most rewarding experience you have had 
as a teacher?

Jn: By now the list is long. (It should be!) A sentimental 
favorite is when Kendall Hollis (Rice University, Class of 
2010) selected me as his most inspirational high school 
teacher at the 2006 Distinguished Scholars and Educa-
tors banquet. Kendall is a National Merit Finalist and an 
American Red Cross Hero for saving his mother’s life. He is 
currently on full scholarship at Rice, probably working on a 
design to save the baby boomers from the pains of aging or 
some other noble scientific cause. Kendall recommended 
me for the TOPSS Excellence in Teaching Award, and I 
couldn’t have been more proud. It is always rewarding to 
learn that a high school student has been deeply inspired 
by your instruction, your wisdom, or your patient smile.

3susan spenceR (ss)
aRthuR l. Johnson hiGh school,  
claRk, nJ

ms: Tell us a little about yourself: your background, how 
you got into teaching. How long have you been teaching 
high school psychology?
ss: I have been teaching psychology for 9 years; this Sep-
tember will be my 10th! Originally, I majored in psychology 
as an undergraduate at Princeton, but decided after gradu-
ation that I would like to work with adolescent-aged kids 
in the classroom as a teacher, so I enrolled in a teacher 
prep master’s program (MAT) at Smith College. While I 
was unsure at the time that I would always be a teacher or 
work in education, I knew I wanted to work with kids that 
age and that teaching them would give me an opportunity 
to become more familiar with them as a population. Once 
I started teaching, though, I found that I loved it because 
it allowed me to work professionally with adolescents and 
continue to work in the field of psychology. I was lucky to 
find a position that wanted someone who could teach both 
social studies and psychology—both of which I was certi-
fied to do because of my combined undergraduate-gradu-
ate school experiences. Originally, my teaching assignment 
was half psychology and half sociology, but I noticed after 
a couple of years that there were several students who 
really wanted to take their psychology studies to the next 
level, so I proposed that our school begin an AP psychol-
ogy course. The following year, our school had one section 
of 21 seniors; now we have two full sections of 25 seniors 
(I teach in a small school and there are only about 220 kids 
in each graduating class). These numbers, combined with 
the five sections of general psychology I teach each year, 
indicate that almost all students have taken some sort of 
psychology class before graduating—and that I have gotten 
to know almost every kid in the school.

Meet, continued from page 13
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ms: What advice do you have for new psychology  
teachers?
ss: For new psychology teachers—or any teachers—get 
to know yourself first and develop teaching styles that allow 
you to be comfortable in the classroom. Many mentor teach-
ers and prep programs latch on to one “right” way to teach 
kids, and while this may work for some, it’s not a match for 
all teachers. People have different strengths—some are 
excellent lecturers, some are good facilitators, etc. Once 
I stopped trying to teach the way that others told me and 
started being myself, I became much more successful in 
reaching the kids and getting them to embrace learning.

ms: As a veteran teacher, what have you learned that you’d 
like to share with PTN readers?
ss: Never stop enrolling in classes and/or participating in 
professional development experiences. These are great 
ways to network with other teachers while keeping up with 
the latest trends in the field. I have been an AP reader, a 
PRAXIS reader, an NBPTS assessor, and a graduate stu-
dent (attaining my supervisor’s license this past spring and 
working on my doctorate presently). These are just some 
experiences that have allowed me to meet other psychol-
ogy and social studies teachers, share ideas and resourc-
es, and also be reminded of what it’s like to be a student. 
This has helped me to keep a much better perspective as 
a teacher and relate better to my students. Also, advising/
coaching extracurriculars is a great way to really connect 
with students as people, making them much more receptive 
as learners in an academic setting.

ms: What is the most rewarding experience you have had 
as a teacher?
ss: This is a tough question! I would have to say the 
answer is having many of my psychology or history stu-
dents come back during or after college to tell me that they 
remember/use what they learned in my class, or that they 
have decided to go into psychology or teaching because 
they enjoyed my class so much. ptn

announcinG the  
2008 teachinG tips 
contest FoR  
psycholoGy  
teacheRs at  
community colleGes
The APA Committee of Psychology Teachers at Com-
munity Colleges (PT@CC) invites you to participate in 
the fourth annual Teaching Tips Contest! Sponsored 
by the APA Education Directorate and PT@CC, the 
Teaching Tips Contest aims to encourage sharing of 
instructional techniques that community college fac-
ulty have developed and used in psychology classes.
 
Community college instructors are invited to submit 
an original demonstration, an individual or group class 
activity, an interactive teaching/learning module, or 
other pedagogy designed to illustrate a psychological 
concept or theory. Preference will be given to active-
learning approaches. 

The competition is open to psychology teachers who 
are members of PT@CC. Faculty members interested 
in joining PT@CC can obtain more information on 
the Web or by contacting Martha Boenau at 1-800-
374-2721, ext. 6140 (e-mail: Mboenau@apa.org). An 
award of $400 will be given to the first-place winner, 
$300 to the second-place winner, $200 to the third-
place winner, and $50 each to two honorable mention 
winners. Certificates for all winners will be presented 
by PT@CC at the APA annual convention.

Look for the new format for submissions on the  
PT@CC Web site (www.apa.org/ed/pcue/ptatcchome.
html). Submissions may be mailed to Martha Boenau 
(APA Education Directorate, 750 First St, NE, Wash-
ington, DC 20002-4242, or sent via e-mail). Entries 
must be postmarked by may 1, 2008.
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as a faculty member at a small community college, I 
rarely am able to offer a social psychology course—
there simply are not enough majors to fill a class. 

In the fall of 2006, I was blessed with a social psychology 
class of 14 students. Over the course of the semester, the 
students created a true community atmosphere. For this 
reason, I felt the need to give them closure experiences at 
the end of the course. I asked them to write their thoughts 
about who in the class influenced them and why. When they 
were finished writing, I was not sure how to begin a discus-
sion of the topic, and I expected it to be a rather superficial 
discussion (due to avoiding closure).

As I began, Michelle, an older student, said forcefully,  
“Damien pissed me off the other day.” Damien, a 20-some-
thing student who wanted to counsel teens away from the 
gang violence that he had experienced, sat quietly and 
listened. My heart sank, and I readied myself to intervene 
as she continued. 

“As you guys know, we had $600,000 stolen from us by our 
accountant. The lawyers froze our accounts as they tried 
to figure it all out. Damien said he stole a shirt from a store 
and didn’t care because they had a lot of money.” She told 
Damien that she thought he was better than that, that she 
thought he could accomplish great things, and that she 
would always be there for him because he had become like 
a son to her. As their “moment” ended, there was not a dry 
eye in that classroom. 

While others made their statements about who had influ-
enced them, none were as powerful as Michelle’s. In her 
journal, Michelle thanked me for creating a classroom at-

mosphere that promoted community and for giving her the 
skills she needed to confront Damien’s behavior. 

That group of social psychology class students still has 
lunch together every other week. They also work together 
to cope with their school, family, and social problems. They 
have continued their friendships, and I am amazed at the 
connections I helped them make.

How many lives have you touched? Do you recall an  
important moment in the classroom that reminded you  
why you teach? Share your story about a significant mo-
ment in teaching! If you have a story to share (250 to 
300 words), we would like to include it in the Psychology 
Teacher Network. Please send your submissions to Martha 
Boenau (Mboenau@apa.org). We look forward to hearing 
from you! ptn

spotliGht 

a significant moment in teaching
m. liz Wright
The Victoria College, Victoria, TX
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i didn’t prepare a stitch of material for yesterday’s class. 
In fact, I arrived to class carrying nothing more than an 
empty manila folder and a full mug of coffee. When I 

walked into the room, students were already gathered in 
groups of three. Conversational din filled the large space, 
furnished with a multitude of overstuffed couches arranged 
in small pods. As I meandered about the room sipping 
coffee, I greeted the various groups and then passively 
listened in on their proceedings. Here’s what I witnessed: 
All 36 students in the class were engaged in deep and nu-
anced discussions, and their voices were filled with excite-
ment and curiosity as they wove together ideas from the 
class with observations from their other classes, current 
events, and their personal lives. These conversations con-
tinued for a full 75 minutes. In spite of my seeming negli-
gence in preparing material for the day, the class session 
was a decided success. How can this be?

My course development efforts are driven by a desire to 
create communities of learners in which each individual is 
engaged in the processes of teaching and learning. Ideally, 
the individuals who comprise these communities exercise 
agency in selecting both what they learn and how they 
learn it. It is in service to these goals that I developed a 
book club component for my psychology courses. Class 
sessions like the one described above testify to the ability 
of these book clubs to create collaborative engagement 
with psychological theory and topics. 

Book cluB oRGanization
During the first week of the semester, I circulate lists of 
nonfiction books written by psychologists and other in-

formed authors for nonexpert audiences. When construct-
ing these lists, I preference books with a clear empirical 
bent and attempt to put forth authors representing diversity 
in terms of ideology, gender, race, etc. Students then select 
a book of interest by signing up on sheets posted outside 
my office door. Although groups are limited to three people, 
multiple groups could potentially read the same book.

Students participate in two different book clubs over the 
course of a semester. In a moment void of creativity, I opted 
to name these “Book Club A” and “Book Club B.” Book Club 
A meets three times during the first half of the semester, 
and Book Club B meets three times during the second 
half of the semester. Membership need not remain stable 
across the two book clubs; in fact, I tell students it is more 
important to organize around a topic of interest than to 
organize around peer interests.

Once the membership of a particular group is set, the 
members collectively decide on the reading assignments 
for each discussion session (e.g., “We’ll read the first 5 of 
the 15 chapters for the first discussion.”). The group then 
submits to me a contract detailing the reading assignments 
and indicating which group member will facilitate each of 
the three sessions (each person is required to facilitate  
one discussion).

cluBBinG in class:  
Book clubs in psychology courses
Debra mashek, phD
Harvey Mudd College

activity

Clubbing, continued on page 18
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FacilitatinG Discussion
The facilitator for a given discussion period is responsible 
for preparing a written facilitation plan detailing how she or 
he will structure the group’s class time. I provide a small 
number of requirements for these discussion plans in the 
course syllabus. 

First, facilitation plans need to include at least five discus-
sion questions appropriately formatted to promote deep 
discussion, noting that, on average, each question will need 
to produce about 15 minutes of discourse. To prepare facili-
tators to meet this charge, we spend class time prior to the 
first book club meeting identifying attributes of effective and 
ineffective discussion questions. 

Second, facilitation plans must also include at least one 
activity to promote experiential engagement with ideas 
from the book. For example, a student facilitating a discus-
sion of Richard Nisbett’s book The Geography of Thought: 
How Asians and Westerners Think Differently … and Why 
brought to class line drawings of two nearly identical park 
scenes. The facilitator invited group members to compare 
the two images and to point out any differences. This brief 
activity demonstrated to students, all of whom were North 
American, their tendency to focus on individual people 
and objects in the foreground of the scene as opposed to 
broader contextual information. The facilitator used this ac-
tivity as a spring board to discuss Nisbett’s assertion that, 
compared to Westerners, Easterners tend to be more tuned 
in to environmental context when viewing the world.

Third, to encourage students to connect ideas from class to 
“the real world,” facilitation plans must integrate at least one 
source beyond those provided in class (e.g., a newspaper 
article, a movie trailer, a clip from youtube.com). For ex-
ample, the facilitator of a discussion about Ed Deci’s book 
Why We Do What We Do: Understanding Self-Motivation 
brought in magazine articles describing strategies for  
disciplining young children. He asked the group to critique 
the suggested strategies in light of Deci’s arguments  
concerning autonomy-supportive parenting.

At the end of the class session, facilitators give their writ-
ten facilitation plans to me (hence the need for the empty 
manila folder). I then evaluate these facilitation plans and 
award points based on whether they meet the requirements 
described above.

evaluatinG paRticipation
If the facilitators held the sole responsibility for making sure 
any given discussion was a success, I suspect some other 
students might not bother to read the book or engage fully 
in the discussion. Two strategies are in place to minimize 
this possibility. First, beginning on the first day of class, I 
emphasize that group members who are not facilitating a 
particular discussion are expected to come prepared with 
their own insights, questions, and enthusiasm. I hype the 
experience by framing it as an opportunity to get together 
with really smart peers who are equally interested in a fas-
cinating psychological topic.

Second, after each discussion section, all group members 
evaluate each other’s contributions to the group. Specifi-
cally, each person answers the following question about the 
group facilitator: “Based on the general guidelines provided 
for group facilitators and your own understanding of what 
it means to be a good facilitator, what percentage grade 
would you assign today’s group facilitator?” And, each 
person answers the following question about the remaining 
group members: “Based on the general guidelines provided 
for group members and your own understanding of what  
it means to be a good group member, what percentage 
grade would you assign this person’s contribution to  
the discussion?”

Ultimately, participation in each book club counts 10% 
toward the final course grade. These points come from 
my evaluation of the student’s facilitation plan (4 points), 
peer ratings of this student’s performance as a facilitator of 
one discussion session (2 points), and peer ratings of this 
student’s performance as a regular group member during 
the other two discussion sessions (4 points).

concluDinG thouGhts
It is worth noting a set of drawbacks and cautions to other 
instructors considering implementing book clubs in their 
own courses. First, book clubs take substantial class time. 
In fact, in my one-semester courses, which meet a total 
of 30 times, six entire class sessions are devoted to book 
clubs. My commitment to these book clubs has necessi-
tated cuts in content coverage. That said, book clubs could 
easily be adapted to span fewer class sessions. Rather 
than hosting two book clubs, with each meeting three times, 
I can imagine including just one book club or having each 
book club gather for just two discussions. 

Clubbing, continued from page 17

Clubbing, continued on page 22
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can the introductory psychology course be used to 
bolster student success in college? The answer  
to this question will depend on how you define and 

assess student success.

Recently, there has been an interesting debate in higher 
education about the need to improve student success in 
college, given the record number of students enrolled in 
college today and their overall performance on standard 
measures of academic achievement. Yet, it has been diffi-
cult for educators to agree on exactly what constitutes suc-
cess and on how we might assess student success across 
different institutional contexts (e.g., community colleges 
versus 4-year institutions). While they may also assess 
other indicators of student success, transfer and graduation 
rates are the top two indicators of success used by most 
colleges and universities.

For high school and community college teachers, there 
are several other measures of student success that don’t 
get captured in data collected by their educational institu-
tions or by state Departments of Education. For example, 
improved test performance or writing skills or the quality of 
oral presentation of concepts are just a few measures of 
success that standard measures of student success do not 
capture. Veteran high school and community college teach-
ers know that there are multiple ways to measure students’ 
success and that the introductory psychology course is a 
wonderful vehicle for assessing students’ knowledge, skills, 
and values in general.

We live in an era of increasing emphasis on accountability 
in K-12 and in higher education. However, the instruments 
of accountability have remained narrow and traditional in 
their format and scope. For high school psychology teach-
ers, the threats posed by No Child Left Behind are real and 
are felt on a regular basis. In fact, the teaching of introduc-
tory psychology courses in high school is under siege in 
several regions of the country because of this policy, and, 

therefore, affects how resources are allocated in the high 
school curriculum. Despite these external forces surround-
ing accountability issues in secondary school, high school 
psychology teachers continue to demonstrate how their 
courses in introductory psychology can be used to as-
sess student learning and success. Moreover, the course 
content in introductory psychology in and of itself is quite 
useful for improving student retention and learning.

The adverse impact of the No Child Left Behind era of 
American Education and its subsequent policies regarding 
accountability may be even greater for community college 
teachers. Community colleges represent almost half of the 
undergraduate institutions of higher learning in this country 
(AACC, 2006). Yet, we know very little about how to mea-
sure student success in these institutions. The traditional 
measures of student success simply do not capture the 
multiple pathways to success afforded by these institu-
tions. A senior-level official from the U.S. Department of 
Education and members representing disciplinary societies 
confirmed this point in a recent meeting. On the one hand, 
the U.S. Department of Education, politicians, and other 
stakeholders are demanding greater accountability. On the 
other hand, there are no standard guidelines for measuring 
success at 2-year institutions.

Since enrollment in introductory psychology courses at 
the high school and community college levels has steadily 
increased during the past few years, it occurred to me that 
this might be an excellent opportunity for teachers who 
teach introductory psychology at these levels to demon-
strate how they define and measure student success in 
their courses. It also occurred to me that these measures 
of student success could be shared with not only teachers 
of psychology, but also with teachers in high school and 
community colleges in general. Moreover, these measures 
could possibly inform course assessment and program  

assessing student success  
in introductory psychology
Robin hailstorks, phD
APA Education Directorate

Assessing, continued on page 27 
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announcinG the 2008 
apa pt@cc electRonic 
pRoJect contest
The APA Committee of Psychology Teachers at Com-
munity Colleges (PT@CC) invites your students to 
participate in the fifth annual APA PT@CC Electronic 
Project Contest! Supported by funding by the APA Edu-
cation Directorate and Allyn & Bacon Publishing Co., the 
Electronic Project recognizes innovative and high-quality 
electronic presentations.

The Electronic Project Contest aims to promote  
active learning by means of electronic presentations  
developed by psychology students in either of the  
following categories:
•  presentations designed as demonstrations or teach-

ing modules that illustrate and explain a psychological 
concept, theory, or research discovery; or

•  presentations that illustrate and explain a service-learn-
ing experience or other application of psychology in  
the community.

Entries should be developed primarily by students and 
designed to explain the concept, research, or application 
to a 2-year college student audience. It may be helpful 
to think of these presentations as computerized teach-
ing/learning modules or electronic poster presentations. 

Nearly any class project that can be put into a Power-
Point or similar electronic format will be acceptable. 

The competition is open to students currently enrolled at 
a community college or other 2-year school. Students are 
eligible for the contest if they have not previously com-
pleted a bachelor’s degree. Faculty sponsors must be 
members of the APA Psychology Teachers at Community 
Colleges (PT@CC). If you have students who might be 
interested in entering, tell them about this opportunity 
and urge them to begin work immediately on their pre-
sentations. The entry deadline is apRil 28, 2008.

The first-place winner will be awarded $500; second- and 
third-place winners will receive $300 and $200, respec-
tively. Certificates for all winners and their faculty spon-
sors will be presented at the APA annual convention.

Look for the contest entry form and guidelines about  
the 2008 Electronic Project Contest on the Web at  
www.apa.org/ed/pcue/ptatcchome.html. For more infor-
mation about this competition or PT@CC, please contact 
Jewel Beamon (JBeamon@apa.org).

2008 apa/claRk univeR-
sity WoRkshop FoR 
hiGh school teacheRs
The fourth annual APA/Clark University Workshop will 
be held on July 21-23, 2008, at Clark University in 
Worcester, MA. (At press time, these were the tentative 
workshop dates. Please check online for the confirmed 
dates.) All interested high school psychology teachers 
are invited to apply to attend this 3-day workshop. Work-

shop facilitators will include Clark University psychology 
professors and high school teachers from APA TOPSS. 
Housing in the Clark campus dorms and materials will 
be provided for all participants. Participants will also re-
ceive travel stipends of $100. Application forms and addi-
tional information about the 2008 workshop are available 
online at http://www.apa.org/ed/topss/conf_wkshop.html. 
The application deadline is apRil 15, 2008.

This workshop is sponsored by the American Psycho-
logical Foundation Lee Gurel Fund and Clark University. 
Please contact Emily Leary at eleary@apa.org or (202) 
572-3013 if you have any questions. 
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update on the stp 
office of teaching 
Resources in psy-
chology (otRp)
OTRP, operating under the auspices of the Society for 
Teaching of Psychology (STP, APA’s Division 2), offers 
five primary categories of service for teachers of psychol-
ogy from universities through secondary schools. These 
resources are free to anyone with access to the Internet. In 
this article I briefly describe each service and how it may 
be of use to you. In addition I invite you to contribute your 
resources and talents to add to those already available. I 
hope you will also tell your colleagues about the services.

OTRP’s Online Document Library is a collection of miscel-
laneous documents posted online that teachers find useful 
not only for course preparation but also for our other duties 
and interactions with students. For example, OTRP docu-
ments include a lab manual for introductory psychology; 
introductory psychology text comparisons; activities for the 
first and last days of class; activities for college-high school 
partnerships; film study guides; informational resources on 
incorporating genocide, ethnopolitical conflict, and human-
rights issues into the curriculum; and annotated bibliogra-
phies on topics such as psychology and law, international-
izing the curriculum, diversity, and multicultural psychology. 

Other documents cover advising issues: assisting under-
graduate majors with graduate school planning, advising 
students about the PsyD degree, and writing letters of 
recommendation. Some deal with research-related activi-
ties, such as instructions to make posters with presentation 
software or sensitizing students to research fraud. Another 
discusses ethical issues in teaching. If you have created 
documents on topics that you think a teaching audience 
would find valuable, I encourage you to submit them. As the 
director of OTRP, I am the point of contact for these sub-
missions, ruault@davidson.edu.

We engage in a peer-review process prior to accepting any 
document for posting. In this way, STP attempts to encour-
age teaching as scholarship and to provide an endorse-
ment of such work to heighten its value at the local level. 

Authors retain copyright of their work but assign publication 
rights to OTRP for a 4-year initial period. After that, OTRP 
may continue to post it, at our discretion, until authors con-
tact us and ask us to withdraw it.

project syllabus, a special section of the online library, 
is an online syllabus collection covering a wide variety of 
course topics, including introductory psychology, cogni-
tive psychology, research methods, history of psychology, 
health psychology, psychological testing, psychology of 
adjustment, personality, physiological psychology, psychol-
ogy of peace, teaching of psychology, human sexuality, and 
others. As with other documents, syllabi are peer-reviewed. 
Although the review does not impose uniformity on the 
syllabi, it does guarantee a certain level of quality. To guide 
syllabus development, Jeanne Slattery and Janet Carlson 
have listed pointers for preparing exemplary syllabi (see 
<http://www.lemoyne.edu/OTRP/syllabi/exemplary_syllabi.
pdf >). These pointers form the basis of the review criteria. 
Not only are you welcome to search the site for syllabi that 
may pertain to your teaching load, but you are welcome to 
submit your syllabi for review and possible posting. That 
way these excellent resources can reach a broader audi-
ence. Copyright procedures are the same as for the other 
online documents. Send syllabi to the service director, Sue 
Frantz, at sfrantz@highline.edu.

the mentoring service, listing faculty who have agreed 
to correspond with anyone seeking teaching advice, is 
organized by the content expertise areas of those faculty 
members. It is most useful for faculty teaching at schools 
that have no formal mentoring program, but it can also 
be quite useful for individuals who do not want to share a 
particular concern with anyone from their own institution or 
who have no appropriate contact at their own institution. I 
hope you will consider joining the list of mentors and use 
the list whenever you have need of a mentor. Drew Appleby 
(dappleby@iupui.edu) is in charge of this OTRP function. 

the Departmental consulting service is a joint undertak-
ing of STP and APA’s Board of Educational Affairs (BEA). 
Any psychology department or program that seeks recom-
mendations of individuals who are experienced program 
reviewers can request those names after indicating on a 
brief form what criteria are most important to the depart-
ment (e.g., the reviewer’s being from a public or private 
school or a comparably sized institution or having a par-
ticular area of expertise). Although consultants do not deal 

Update, continued on page 22
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with problems concerning individual faculty members, they 
can address general personnel issues such as ways a 
department can promote faculty development. Programs 
are expected to compensate reviewers in the standard 
ways (travel, honorarium) and do their own negotiations 
concerning the specifics of what they want reviewers to do. 
Having a vetted list of possible reviewers can be a big help 
to starting the process. If you are interested in becoming a 
reviewer or want to use the service, I invite you to contact 
STP’s service coordinator, Tracy Zinn (zinnte@jmu.edu), or 
BEA’s Martha Boenau (mboenau@apa.org).

Finally, I would like to draw your attention to STP-provided 
funding opportunities to develop instructional resources. 
Each year we issue a call for proposals and award up to 
five Instructional Resource awards. These awards help 
faculty complete substantive projects that yield resources 
appropriate for distribution by OTRP, and the award-win-
ning documents are identified as such at OTRP-Online. The 
annual submission deadline occurs around February 1, but 
you can contact the chair, Andrew Johnson (andrew.john-
son@park.edu), of the committee that evaluates proposals, 
anytime. Application forms are posted at OTRP-Online, and 
we try to publish a call for proposals in the Monitor on Psy-
chology in the fall. Applicants do not need to be members 
of STP, although we would be happy to have you join us.

General contact information
Ruth L. Ault
Director, Office of Teaching Resources in Psychology
Box 6904
Davidson College
Davidson, NC 28035-6904
ruault@davidson.edu
(704) 894-2885

Second, at least at first, it wasn’t easy to turn over 
control of these class sessions to the students. I worried 
the students wouldn’t offer intellectual challenge to their 
peers; I worried they wouldn’t take seriously the facilita-
tor role; I worried the groups would spend their time gos-
siping about the weekend’s parties instead of focusing 
on the books. I’m pleased to say that, at least thus far, 
these worries have been unfounded. 

Third, I’ve found it challenging to select appropriate 
book club material. I haven’t been able to read all the 
books that appear on my lists, so there’s a leap of faith 
in selecting the books. Feedback from my disciplinary 
colleagues and prior students has been invaluable as I 
cull the lists, but I imagine they nevertheless still contain 
a few as-yet-undiscovered duds. Moreover, it’s been 
surprisingly difficult to identify books that represent the 
diversity of those people who “do” psychology. 

Overall, however, I’ve been pleased with the ways the 
book clubs have supported my goals of creating com-
munities of learners with agency in selecting both what 
they learn and how they learn it. The students report 
an appreciation for the opportunity to explore topics of 
interest in a more meaningful way than would typically 
be possible in a survey course. Personally, I appreciate 
the ways in which the book clubs invite students to take 
ownership of their own learning, while also decentral-
izing my role in the classroom. To boot, all this happens 
as students sip coffee, kick off their shoes, and sprawl 
across the comfy couches. If only all my days in the 
classroom could feel so relaxed and rewarding! ptn

Clubbing, continued from page 18Updating, continued from page 21

neW topss committee  
oFFiceRs electeD
Congratulations to the newly elected TOPSS Commit-
tee Officers: Chair-Elect William elmhorst of Marshfield 
High School, Marshfield, WI; Member-at-Large marie 
smith, phD, of Thomas S. Wootton High School,  
Rockville, MD; and Membership Coordinator Bill James 
of Milford High School, Highland, MI. The TOPSS  
Committee also is pleased to announce that  

Diane halpern, phD, of Claremont McKenna College 
has been appointed to serve as the TOPSS Faculty Rep-
resentative. Elmhorst, Smith, James, and Halpern begin 
their new positions on January 1, 2008.

The TOPSS Committee thanks mary Jean voigt (Past-
Chair) of Boylan High School, Rockford, IL, and loretta 
neal mcGregor, phD (TOPSS Faculty Representative), 
of Arkansas State University for their service on the 
TOPSS Committee. Voigt and McGregor will complete 
their elected terms in December 2007.
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2008 apa topss  
excellence in  
teachinG aWaRD  
call FoR nominations
The purpose of the APA TOPSS Excellence in Teaching 
Award is to recognize outstanding teachers in psychol-
ogy. There will be up to three awards annually. Teachers 
of high school psychology who are self-nominated or 
nominated by a colleague, supervisor, student, or  
administrator are eligible.

aWaRD
Winners will receive a framed certificate, award, cash 
prize of $300, ActivePsych CD series, and a free TOPSS 
membership or renewal for the 2009 membership year. 
The ActivePsych CD series has been generously do-
nated by Worth Publishers. 

application pRoceDuRe
Teachers are asked to provide the following:
1.  A letter of reference from a former student, colleague, 

or supervisor
  a.  Student letter will focus on the teacher’s commit-

ment to academic excellence.
  b.  Colleague or supervisor letter will focus on  

a teacher’s commitment to professional  
excellence.

2.  A content outline for a lesson plan designed for a topic 
in psychology

  a.  The outline must contain appropriate content and 
be accurate.

  b.  The outline must be correlated to the National 
Standards.

3.  Example(s) of activities, demonstrations, or programs 
related to the outline or topic

  a.  Example(s) must be appropriate for the student 
population.

  b.  Example(s) must be effective and involve active 
learning experiences for students.

  c.  Example(s) must be aligned with the content in 
the outline for a lesson plan.

4.  A statement of roles and initiatives that demonstrate 
and/or promote professional development activities 
and provide leadership for others in the field

5. A CV or resume

JuDGinG cRiteRia 
Submissions will be evaluated using the rubric posted 
on the TOPSS Web site (http://www.apa.org/ed/topss/). 
The award committee is appointed by the TOPSS chair 
and will include no fewer than three members. Incom-
plete submissions will not be considered. The committee 
reserves the right to not confer an award if submissions 
do not meet minimum requirements.
 
timeline
All supporting materials must be postmarked by  
maRch 14, 2008. Electronic submissions on CD are 
welcomed. Please submit materials to Jewel Beamon, 
APA Education Directorate, 750 First Street, NE,  
Washington, DC 20002. 

The winners will be announced in the Psychology 
Teacher Network newsletter.

A nomination form is available at the TOPSS Web site. 
For additional information, please contact Jewel Beamon 
at (202) 336-6076 or jbeamon@apa.org.
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the apa topss  
scholars essay  
competition is on!

contest 

the APA Teachers of Psychology in Secondary 
Schools (TOPSS) is pleased to announce the topic 
for the 2008 APA TOPSS Scholars Essay Competi-

tion. Each of the three winners will receive a $500 award. 
Submissions must be postmarked by March 3, 2008. For 
rules and scoring rubric, visit http://www.apa.org/ed/topss/
topsscholar08.html.

2008 essay topic
Popular movies depicting individuals with psychological 
disorders have earned awards and acclaim for their por-
trayal of people living with the disorders. While some in the 
psychology community applaud efforts to depict people with 
psychological disorders in popular media, others are con-
cerned that the portrayals do not accurately reflect the true 
struggles and triumphs of these people and their families.

What is your assessment of the portrayal of  
psychological disorders in motion pictures?
This essay competition requires you to conduct research to 
determine how accurately motion pictures depict the lives 
of persons living with one of three disorders listed below. 
You will also have an opportunity to use social psychologi-
cal concepts to explain how the general public perceives 
abnormal behavior.

Students are asked to address the following four sections in 
an essay that must be 3,000 words or fewer. Essays must 
be written according to APA style. 
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part i—salient characteristics of  
psychological Disorders
Choose one psychological disorder listed below and use 
the DSM-IV-TR to summarize the salient characteristics of 
this disorder. Conduct a literature review of at least three 
peer-reviewed journal articles that discuss this disorder and 
synthesize the findings of these articles.

Next, describe the salient features of the disorder that  
may be portrayed by the media. Additionally, list one com-
mon misconception of the disorder that may be held by the 
general public.

Disorders (choose one)
• obsessive-compulsive disorder
• schizophrenia
• bipolar disorder 

part ii—motion picture analysis 
Choose and watch one of the movies listed below that 
depicts the psychological disorder you described in the 
previous section of your essay (Part I). Using the DSM-
IV-TR diagnostic criteria for the disorder and any relevant 
peer-reviewed journal articles, discuss whether the movie 
accurately portrays the symptoms of the disorder. Cite at 
least two specific examples that support your argument for 
whether the movie portrays the disorder accurately. This 
section should be no more than 500 words. 

movies
•  As Good as It Gets (1997), rated PG-13 (obsessive-com-

pulsive disorder)

•  A Beautiful Mind (2001), rated PG-13 (schizophrenia)
•  The Mosquito Coast (1986), rated PG (bipolar disorder)

part iii—application to social psychological concepts
Define and then use two of the following social psychologi-
cal concepts to explain how (mis)portrayal of abnormal 
behavior can have negative consequences for individuals 
and society at large:
• stereotyping and prejudice
• first impressions
• self-fulfilling prophecy
• attribution errors
• confirmation bias

part iv—conclusion
Briefly summarize your findings in 300 words or fewer. Your 
conclusion should include, but not be limited to, an assess-
ment of how abnormal behavior is portrayed in the popular 
media and in the film you watched and what the overall 
social implications are of labeling individuals living with 
psychological disorders.

Submission deadline is maRch 3, 2008.  
Papers should be sent to:
APA TOPSS Scholar Competition
Attn.: Jewel Beamon, Education Directorate
American Psychological Association
750 First Street, NE
Washington, DC 20002-4242

Questions? Contact Jewel Beamon at jbeamon@apa.org or 
(202) 336-6076. ptn
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help neeDeD FoR nsF 
pRoJect: seekinG  
community colleGe  
psycholoGy Faculty 
anD theiR stuDents
Please consider helping with an NSF project designed 
to support community college psychology faculty in their 
efforts to teach psychology as a science. The project 
needs you and your introductory psychology course 
students to serve as baseline controls for evaluation of 
the project.

hoW much oF youR time  
WoulD Be involveD?
The time commitment is the same for you and your stu-
dents: about 15 minutes at the end of the present term.

What’s the nsF pRoJect aBout?
The goal of the “Tried & True: Investigative Psychophysi-
ology Activities in Your Introductory Psychology Course” 
is to help community college teachers help their students 
think critically—in other words to think more like psychol-
ogists. We want to:
•  design activities that engage students in tasks that 

require them to use scientific reasoning while they 
acquire knowledge of psychology and

•  develop students’ critical thinking skills so they can 
become savvy consumers of research. 

We realize that relatively few students will become 
scientists, but they all need to understand the scientific 
process and fundamental principles of scientific inquiry. 
This project contributes to efforts to improve America’s 
scientific and technological infrastructure.

hoW Will it Be helpFul?
The project will share educational materials and pro-
cesses developed for interactive investigative psycho-
physiology activities for introductory psychology. These 

educational materials and processes are being shared in 
national workshops for selected teachers from commu-
nity colleges across America. 

What is involveD in seRvinG as  
a Baseline contRol FoR the  
pRoGRam evaluation? 
Before you make a commitment to help us with this 
project, we will send you an Information Statement and 
Informed Consent Form for your consideration. If after 
you’ve read the information you are willing to help, you 
would sign the form and return it to us. Your students 
would also be given information about the project and 
asked to indicate their consent to participate.

hoW WoulD youR stuDents  
anD you Be involveD?
We would send an e-mail to you with a link to forms that 
are on the Internet. You would simply forward that e-mail 
to your students. You and they would click on the link  
to open the form and make all responses by computer.  
A click on “OK” would forward your responses to  
the project.

What BeneFit WoulD theRe  
Be to me anD my stuDents?
For your own use, at the conclusion of the project, we 
would be pleased to send you all the materials for teach-
ing psychology as a science that are developed in the 
project. We believe that you will find these materials use-
ful in designing class activities and lesson plans.

Reply to howard-bob-NSF@stolaf.edu if you would  
be willing to consider helping, and would like  
more information.

Howard Thorsheim (St. Olaf College) and  
Robert Gephart (Itasca Community College)
Co-Principal Investigators, NSF Grant DUE-618573
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assessment plans that are on-going nationally in these 
types of institutions.

As school districts and state Departments of Education 
promote standard measures of success, perhaps promis-
ing practices from introductory courses in psychology at the 
high school and community college levels could be used as 
examples of how to define and measure student success. 
While we all agree that we need to have benchmarks with 
clearly defined beginning and ending points for measuring 
student success, it’s equally important to articulate bench-
marks of success that are progressive and offer qualitative 
measures of student success. As teachers of psychology, 
we need to be ever vigilant about explaining how our disci-
pline addresses the issue of student success.

In the past, we missed an opportunity to explain how our 
discipline contributes to the science of learning, and we 
learned that other disciplines were eager to voice their 
contributions to this area of study. At a time when our nation 
is examining how to apply what we know about the science 
of learning to the classroom, psychology teachers have 
an opportunity to contribute to this broader conversation. 
There is much to be learned and shared about teaching the 
introductory course in psychology in this regard.

Exactly how does the introductory psychology course 
enhance student success? First of all, the subject matter 
taught in this course is applicable to any other high school 
or college course taught in the curriculum. In what other 
course at the high school or college level do students learn 
firsthand about how people learn, improve their memory, 
become motivated, and develop in a sociocultural context? 
In what other course at the high school or college level do 
students learn about mind/body relationships and behavior-
al influences at the micro and macro levels? In what other 
course at the high school or college level do students learn 
that what they are studying has important implications for 
their lives and the lives of those people who live  
around them?

Psychology is the science of behavior and mental pro-
cesses, and teachers of psychology should teach the 
introductory psychology course as a science. They should 
also teach this course by explaining how the science of 
psychology can be used to improve student performance 
in the classroom, thus enhancing overall student success. 
Every student who is enrolled in an introductory course 
in psychology should learn how to apply the knowledge 

gained in this course to his or her life. Teachers of psychol-
ogy at the high school and community college levels should 
demonstrate how the knowledge acquired in their courses 
contributes to their students’ success.

The final grade in an introductory psychology course should 
never be the sole indicator of student success. Students 
enrolled in introductory psychology courses in high schools 
and community colleges are challenged to write papers, 
take examinations, participate in community service proj-
ects, complete service learning contracts, and engage  
in research.

The skills acquired in the introductory course in psychology 
are vast and can be applied to other courses as well as to 
the work setting. Perhaps if high school and community col-
lege teachers were more vocal about the skills acquired  
in the introductory psychology course, they could advance 
a set of measures of student success that are often  
overlooked by K-12 administrators and the higher  
education community. 

The introductory psychology course provides teachers of 
psychology at the high school and community college levels 
a wonderful opportunity to contribute to national debates 
about student success and about how to measure this im-
portant aspect of student achievement. Let’s use this forum 
as a vehicle to share how we measure student success in 
the introductory psychology course and to inform the edu-
cational community about the significance of this course.

ReFeRence
American Association of Community Colleges. (2006). Fast 
facts. Retrieved November 21, 2007, from www.aacc.nche.
edu/Content/NavigationMenu/AboutCommunityColleges/
Fast_Facts1/Fast_Facts.htm. ptn

Assessing, continued from page 19 
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