EV4: Assignments enhancing student engagement, communication skills, and applications to “real life”
Class participation assignments (in-class activities)
· Across classes, I interject a variety of activities to provide “hands on” experience with specific topics. In cognitive psychology, activities relate to memory span for different types of items, recall of a passage without contextual information, sketching a prototype car, and problem solving. In social psychology, activities relate to completion of measures to assess items such as individualism-collectivism, androgyny, prejudice, and aggression and linking responses to personal experiences. In experimental psychology and research methods, activities relate to identification and critiques of research designs and practice in statistical calculation. In introductory psychology (online), activities relate to discussion and application of videos about topics such as venting anger, experiencing taste and pain, and the pros and cons of intelligence tests. (Student comment [social]: “I really enjoyed the in class participation and applying what we had learned to real-life. The concepts we learned about stuck more after hearing how those concepts applied to someone's real life.”)
Cognitive psychology: Laboratory and decision-making assignments
· Laboratory assignments: To complement the reading and class discussion material in each of three units, students participate in nine laboratory activities related to course topics (e.g., attention, working memory, false memory). For each lab, students read a related article, and respond to a series of questions about the results of the lab, issues raised in the reading, and how the topic relates to their personal experiences. In addition, to hone their writing skills and to further their understanding of key topics, students prepare three mini-reports (one per unit) based on class results for lab experiments. (Student comment: “I especially liked the lab and participating in experiments that measured cognitive processes like mental rotation (visual imagery) and the decision making process.”)
· Decision-Making Assignment: After identifying a personally relevant decision, students create a worksheet to evaluate their options. They generate several alternative courses of action and several items that they will consider in making the decision. Then, using a procedure suggested by Halpern (1996), they weight the considerations, and use these weights to evaluate each alternative. Finally, they determine what decision they would reach based on an overall assessment and a dimensional comparison of considerations. Students briefly present their assignments to the class. (Student comment: “This is a great way to make us thoroughly evaluate options and what’s important to us.”)
Social psychology: Concept application summaries and homework (applications beyond academia)
· Concept applications: To prepare concept application summaries, scheduled to facilitate review of each unit, students select one concept, theory, or key idea that seems particularly interesting or meaningful to them from each of the four chapters in the unit. For each of the four concepts, theories, or key ideas, they describe it, indicate why it seems particularly meaningful, identify empirical evidence supporting the concept, and elaborate on a situation in which the concept applies to their lives. (Student comment: “The concept application helped me to reinforce the material. On a few occasions, it reminded me of points I forgot.”)
· Homework: To elaborate on topics related to perceiving the social world, students select a news item about a local, national, or international issue, indicate whether they consider the report to be “balanced” or biased and explain why, and describe their own opinions on the issue. To elaborate on topics related to explaining the social world, students select a news item about a sporting event in which coach and/or players are interviewed. They identify the specific attribution that the individual(s) made for the outcome of the event, identify the attribution as either internal/dispositional (related to the person’s or the person’s own team) or external/situational (related to the environment/opponent/other team), and suggest the motivation for the remarks. In an assignment related to persuasion, students locate two advertisements: one that uses primarily a central route (reasoning) and one that uses primarily a peripheral route (emotion) to persuasion. For each of the ads, they indicate the communication channel (source), target audience, and communicator (if identifiable), describe how the message specifically appeals to reason, emotion, or both, and indicate whether and how the advertisement uses weapons of influence (e.g., appeal to authority, liking, scarcity) mentioned in class. All assignments are discussed in class, which typically creates a lively, interactive classroom environment. (Student comment: “I really enjoyed the homework and how we go over them in class.”)
Experimental psychology: Class project and proposal
· Class Project: First, students pretest the online questionnaire that is the focus of a semester-long class project and suggest potential changes. We discuss how different course activities will relate to the project. Currently relevant topics have included how defendant remorse, gender, and country of birth influence sentencing for an automobile accident; how harasser status influences perceptions of workplace harassment; how applicant age influences hiring decisions; how project scheduling influences perceptions of personality; and how parental acceptance or refusal of a child’s vaccination influences perceptions of conformity and responsibility. Students recruit acquaintances from the community to complete the final questionnaire, with the manipulation(s) accomplished via a scenario. Each project also includes at least one measurement scale (e. g., legal authoritarianism, the Big Five personality factors) related to the topic. During the semester, the class project serves as a foundation for multiple activities. For example, the measurement scale used as a basis for a lab activity on scoring, reliability, and validity is drawn from the class project, as is data for labs on statistical analysis such as t tests and analyses of variance. In addition, as we sequentially review information about preparing sections of a research report, students submit drafts of each section of the class project report. I provide individual feedback and discuss general issues in class. Students submit a complete final report in the latter part of the semester. (Student comment: “It was nice getting feedback for each section and going back and editing it for the final project. Dr. Marek did a great job organizing everything. I am very thankful for that.”)
· Proposal: Experimental students also prepare a research proposal using an experimental design on a topic of their choosing that is feasible to conduct using the resources available at KSU. Students initially submit three possible topics and receive feedback on the feasibility of each. Subsequently, students submit a draft method section and analysis plan for my review and feedback, scheduled after I have provided feedback on comparable class project assignments. To reinforce information about ethical issues in psychological research, students also prepare an IRB approval form and informed consent. The final proposal (particularly the literature review for which there is no draft assignment), due the last day of class, serves an assessment of the methodological and writing skills students have developed. In subsequent semesters, some students have refined and conducted their proposed projects as part of a directed research study experience. (Student comment: The requirements for the proposal were well put together. Writing in sections is helpful.”)
Research methods: Observational research project and presentation
· To actively involve students in all aspects of the research process, each student conceptualizes, conducts, analyzes, and reports on an observational project on an individually chosen topic. Throughout the course, students learn how to prepare an APA style report and complete multiple APA-style laboratory exercises. As we discuss research ideas and searching the literature, students use the PsycINFO database to locate abstracts of two empirical articles related to each of two possible ideas. After I comment on/approve at least one of the topics (or suggest other possibilities), students collect and read related empirical articles, develop a hypothesis, and draft a proposed method. After I have approved individual plans, students have three weeks to collect data and locate and read empirical articles related to their topics. They then write and submit a partial draft, including an introduction, method, and reference section. After data collection is completed, they draft a results and discussion section. Using feedback from prior assignments, they further develop the introduction, prepare an abstract, and submit a final report. They also present their results to their classmates at an informal poster session (using trifold boards) scheduled during exam week. (Student comment: I think that the timing for everything for the observational project was on point and perfect. It flowed nicely and Dr. Marek really put all her effort to gain all of the knowledge we need to do this project.”)
Introductory psychology: Brief research-application papers
· For two relevant topics not discussed in assigned textbook chapters, students access material on selected educational websites as background information for a brief paper. For example, a stress and health paper includes articles about types of stressors, stress and the immune system, responses to stress, and stress management. Students also complete scales to determine their own stress levels and methods of coping. The brief paper involves integrating their own personal experiences with stress and the information from the websites. The second paper, with similar requirements, relates to sleep and sleep deprivation.
