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Introduction

The Society for the Teaching of Psychology (STP) launched its Internet electronic
discussion list, PsychTeacher™ in the fall of 1998. In the spring of 2000, a monthly
column called “E-xcellence in Teaching,” was added to this list. The column features
monthly essays devoted to high school, community college, and university teaching in
general and on the teaching of psychology in particular. The essays take the form of
lessons learned, advice and hints on particular aspects of teaching, lore regarding
teaching, book reviews, and reflections on our roles as teachers of psychology. In
general, though, the primary focus of the column is to provide a form for the discussion
and promotion of effective teaching.

This compilation of essays forms Volume Il in what we hope will become a series of
volumes of E-xcellence in Teaching essays. The first volume was posted to STP’s home
page last year and contains the first 20 E-xcellence in Teaching essays posted to the list in
2000-2001. This volume contains the next 13 essays which were posted to the list in
2002.

We thank the authors of these essays for the insightful contributions they made to the
literature on the teaching of psychology and the scholarship of teaching. We also thank
the STP leadership for their continued support of the e-column. We dedicated Volume |
to Jane Halonen (University of West Florida) for the role she played in helping establish
E-xcellence in Teaching. We dedicate Volume Il to Randy Smith (Kennesaw State
University), for his consistent and unwavering championing of the scholarship of
teaching in his role as editor of STP’s journal, Teaching of Psychology.

Bill Buskist Vinny Hevern Bill Hill

Auburn University Le Moyne College Kennesaw State University
Auburn, AL Syracuse, NY Kennesaw, GA
buskiwf@auburn.edu hevern@lemoyne.edu bhill@kennesaw.edu
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Teaching Assistant Development: Research and Impressions
Loreto R. Prieto
The University of Akron

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for January 2002.)

I am honored to have the opportunity to share a few of my ideas on the topic of teaching
assistant (TA) development. | will do what | can to forward some points for
consideration, gleaned both from the literature and my own experience with training and
supervising TAs.

I’ll begin by outlining some current challenges | see in this particular area of research and
practice. First, surveys of academic departments and TAs consistently indicate that
teaching assistants frequently lack sufficient training for and supervision of their teaching
duties (Prieto, 1999; Prieto & Altmaier, 1994)—this finding holds for the discipline of
psychology as well (Meyers & Prieto, 2000). This much is clear: We need to do a better
job of training and supervising psychology TAs both before and during their teaching
assignments.

Second, it is often difficult for TA trainers or supervisors to know what modalities of
training or supervision are best to use. Historically, very little research in the area of TA
development has been theory-driven or has moved beyond investigating simple methods
or techniques for training TAs. Few comprehensive models of TA training or supervision
exist. Accordingly, the bulk of the literature offers little understanding as to why certain
techniques or interventions actually work in training TAs or which methods are most
appropriate for particular training needs or purposes. More recent efforts in the TA
literature provide examples of both theoretical models (cf. Nyquist & Wulff, 1996;
Prieto, 1995, 1998) and theory-driven hypotheses testing in research on TA development
(cf. Prieto, 2001; Prieto & Meyers, 1999; Prieto, Scheel, & Meyers, 2001).

Finally, faculty efforts at training and supervising TAs tend to go unrewarded. Watching
TAs become hooked on the science and art of teaching psychology is, without doubt, a
highly satisfying experience for faculty supervisors. However, faculty committed to
developing the skills of TAs may find requests for institutional support for TA training
and supervision less than adequately answered. Realistically, if appropriate TA training
and supervision is to occur, in light of the typical pressures on faculty (especially pre-
tenure faculty) to carry out research and manage heavy teaching loads, then
administrators need to support such efforts at the program, departmental, college, and
university levels. Such support could include funding and resources to provide orientation
programs for new TAs, pedagogy-based coursework or teaching practica for TAs, on-
going training or skill-building workshops for TAs, and the granting of load hours for
faculty who train and supervise TAs (see Prieto & Meyers (2001) for a comprehensive
text on developing and implementing TA training within college and university settings).



Thus, with respect to the challenges surrounding psychology TA development,
psychology educators need to increase the prevalence of TA training and supervision.
Educational administrators need to provide better support for the faculty who offer this
service for TAs. Using theory-driven research, investigators need to examine the utility of
various TA training and supervision methods. Additionally, investigators should examine
the outcomes of TA training and supervision with respect to increasing TAs’ teaching
skills and enhancing undergraduate learning in the classroom.

However, given that psychology faculty and TAs historically have generally managed to
take care of teaching obligations despite the presence of these challenges, a logical
guestion to pose might be “why does anything need to be done—why not continue with
business as usual?” Let me share a few thoughts on this point that | believe argue against
becoming complacent with the current state of affairs.

1. Teaching assistantships are the foundation of faculty development. This point helps to
clarify the simple fact that teaching careers do not begin the first day we step foot in a
classroom, graduate degree in hand. The skills and sense of efficacy toward teaching
acquired by TAs during assistantships can and does prepare them for what they will find
in the classroom as future faculty. In fact, graduate students often accept TA positions
because they are interested in academic or teaching careers. Because many academic
positions prioritize and reward accomplishments in areas such as research or grant
productivity, it becomes even more important for TAs to focus on developing their skills
as instructors during assistantships as they will likely eventually work professionally
within environments that do not value, reward, or foster good teaching skills (Prieto,
1994).

Ironically, however, although we require intense training and supervision surrounding
certain aspects of graduate training in psychology (e.g., research projects, clinical
practica), we often do not oversee students’ development as teachers. A failure to train
and supervise TAs adequately may mean that many of them head into academic careers
with a less than optimal grasp of pedagogical issues. Conversely, many promising TAS
who plan to be teachers and who do great jobs in the classroom, may become
demoralized and lose interest in teaching because they do not have sufficient training or
guidance to help them through the predictable difficulties that all TAs (and veteran
teachers) inevitably face. Either way, we lose an opportunity to strengthen the base of
teaching skill within the psychology professoriate. Finally, academic departments that
employ psychology TAs cannot overlook the fact that the level of TAs’ compensation
sends a clear message regarding the importance of their roles. That message currently
appears bleak: In a national survey of psychology departments, Meyers & Prieto (2000)
found that some psychology TAs may ultimately earn as little as $1.94 an hour for their
work—including both salary and tuition remission!

Offering TAs meaningful, responsive, and rigorous training and supervision is a concrete
way of communicating that college teaching is important (Steven A. Meyers, personal
communication, November 30, 2001). Furthermore, providing TAs with better financial
compensation and other benefits (e.g., awards, recognition of innovative teaching skills)



may help to convey the message that the discipline of psychology values teaching skills
as much as research, grant writing, or professional service skills.

2. Teaching assistants are our primary connection with students new to the field of
psychology. TAs handle a great deal of the undergraduate teaching at most major
academic institutions (Allen & Rueter, 1990): Introductory level psychology classes,
labs, and discussion sections are frequently taught by TAs. This fact plays into two
critical realities. First, when it comes to attracting and sparking the interest of students
new to the field of psychology, TAs embody the welcoming hand our field extends to
these newcomers. Second, when it comes to responding to state Boards of Regents or
other groups regarding mandates to improve the quality of undergraduate education, it is
often our TAs who are in the classroom addressing this matter on behalf of the discipline.
Therefore, the better we train our TAs, both in the content of the discipline and in
teaching methods, the greater the potential for a favorable outcome in attracting new
students to the field and ably educating those new students as they move through the
ranks. Notably, it is each new generation of psychology undergraduates who will, in turn,
become the new crop of TAs, who will, again in turn, welcome and teach the next
generation of psychology undergraduates as the cycle starts anew. The caliber of
undergraduates we accept into graduate psychology programs is directly related to the
investment we make in them during their undergraduate psychology training. Therefore,
the caliber of these undergraduates is directly related to the investment we make in the
TAs who are responsible for the laying the foundations of undergraduate training.

3. The training and supervision of TAs is likely best conceptualized as a developmental
process. In my research and activities as a TA trainer and supervisor, it has become
apparent to me that there are discernible levels of ability and mastery—stages, if you
will—that TAs travel through in learning to teach. Across these stages, the pedagogical
tasks and concepts they master become increasingly complex, and accordingly, TAs’
training and supervision needs vary according to their level of experience.

This idea is far from new in the TA and teacher education literatures, but it is often
forgotten in real-life practice (cf. Kagan, 1988; Nyquist & Wulff, 1996; Sprague &
Nyquist, 1989). More specifically, novice TAs present faculty supervisors with many
challenges. These challenges are not always well articulated by TAs or easily recognized
by faculty supervisors. Novice TAs need concrete direction and structure and faculty may
presume too much as they guide beginning TAs in their efforts. We must remember to be
declarative in our transmission of knowledge regarding teaching rather than presuming
that TAs understand what we mean when we relay complex ideas like “use the test as a
learning tool,” “use active learning strategies in your classroom,” or “be flexible with
students.”

As TAs gain experience and skill over time, faculty supervisors must foster TAs’
independence and help them develop a personal identity and style as classroom teachers.
Faculty supervisors also must effectively mentor TAs in the vagaries of teaching, the very
real differences between teaching and learning, and the uncertainty of predicting precise
learning outcomes for students given various teaching interventions. Thus, a



developmental approach to TA training and supervision calls for a great deal of energy, a
priori and post-hoc trouble-shooting, and mentoring from faculty supervisors. However,
the ultimate payoff rests in providing a graduate teaching experience for TAs that has the
potential to instill a sound foundation of pedagogical skills and a strong personal identity
as a psychology educator. In turn, this training enhances the probability that our TAs will
move into the professoriate with a solid start to their development as faculty, with the
ability to teach well and encourage positive learning outcomes, and with the ability to
offer their own TAs rigorous training and supervision in the teaching of psychology.

Closing Thoughts

There are certainly many other major issues surrounding TA training and supervision to
consider than those | have raised here. The points | have raised seem to me to represent
core ideas regarding the rationale for and necessity of TA training and supervision. Thus,
these ideas would seem to be a good place to start a broader discussion or consideration
of issues in this area.

Like any other teacher and mentor, | am still learning as I go, trying to stay a few steps
ahead of those TAs I lead as we travel together down the path that is the teaching of
psychology. Through our collective discussion and work on these issues, | look forward
to the gains we will make as we investigate the scholarship of teaching and learning in

psychology.
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Making the Leap: Advising Students on Selecting a Graduate Program
Gary R. Hann
Jane S. Halonen
James Madison University

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for February 2002.)

Following your recommendations, they've dotted all of the I's and crossed all of the T's.
They have pored over the most recent copy of the APA's Graduate Study in Psychology
(2002 Edition) and The Complete Guide to Graduate School Admission: Psychology,
Counseling, and Related Professions (Keith-Spiegel & Wiederman, 2000). If your
students have worked hard and prepared well, chances are good that the process will
result in more than one acceptance. How can you help your students make the important
decision of which offer to accept?

Although we went through the graduate admissions process separated by over two
decades (Gary in 1999 and Jane in 1972), we compared our stories and found some
remarkable similarities in identifying the things we wished we had known when making
our decisions. From those experiences we constructed a framework to help your students
differentiate graduate school offers and find the best match for their needs and values.

We think it is helpful to draw a distinction between "overt" (data on program Web sites
and print materials) and "covert" program characteristics that should contribute to your
students’ decision. Covert characteristics require a bit more work to uncover. Your
students may need a more complex Internet search, library explorations, campus visit, or
conversations with insiders to uncover this helpful information. Doing that last piece of
investigation will enhance the likelihood of your students choosing just the right
program.

Campus Profile
A visit to the campus Web site will determine some important overt factors such as the
size of campus, description of library holdings, and level of support from the state or
private donors. There also are other aspects of campus life about which to learn:

How well funded is the campus? Is it fiscally secure?

How committed is the campus to graduate education?

What's the parking situation like? (Probably bad...)

Program Theoretical Orientation

Program guides or Web sites probably will describe whether the program has a dominant
theoretical orientation. If your students have developed some paradigmatic preferences,



finding out about the values that drive a program will be critical to making a good match.
Questions that may help determine covert data include:

Is the program orientation rigorously (fanatically?) defined?
How do “true believers” deal with opposing opinion?
To what extent are multiple perspectives part of the educational plan?

Program Research Climate

Program Web sites or print materials will often list the most recent publications of the
faculty associated with the program. However, your students can determine faculty
productivity by checking individual faculty Web sites or by checking citation rates in the
Social Science Index. In "publish or perish™ institutions, faculty members can be hard
pressed to crank out research, sometimes at the expense of high quality teaching and
mentoring of students. In those circumstances, students must understand that they often
will "piggy back™ on a faculty member's research concentration rather than develop their
own independent ideas. On the other hand, a high-pressure research setting may be just
the right context if your student aspires to an academic profession in a comparable
setting. Some other questions include:

To what degree do faculty concentrate on developing their students as
researchers?

What is the nature and rate of publication of the students in the program?
Where do graduate students present their work?

How much independence do students have in selecting their own research
projects?

Program Reputation

Although there are national listings of graduate program quality, it may be more useful if
you help your students find an insider. For example, by connecting with colleagues in
professional organizations, you may be able to direct your students to the just the right
person who can provide some inside information about program quality. Some questions
your students might want to ask an insider about reputation include:

What are the best features of the training program?

How is the morale of faculty and graduate students?

Has the program had any student-generated litigation filed against it?

Does the program climate promote an atmosphere of professional and personal
integrity?

Would you embark on this program if you had the opportunity? Why or why not?

Typical Student Progress

It can be surprising once students enroll in a graduate program that success among their
peers will be variable. What data will help them compare programs on this important



dimension? Here are several questions to which your students may want to gather
answers.

How critical is it to arrive on campus with some viable research ideas to facilitate
your progress on a Master's project?

How can you increase the possibility that your Master's work could be
publishable?

What percentage of students do not progress beyond the Master's? What happens
to them when they are not successful?

What is the average time in the program until dissertation defense?

How many students fail the dissertation? What happens to them when they are not
successful?

Program Design Features

Due to the relatively small size of most graduate programs, graduate students may not
have the degrees of freedom regarding courses that they are used to as undergraduates.
What information about program design can be a persuasive?

What is the typical class size of the courses?

Do the classes consist of only people formally admitted to the program? Are some
of these courses also taken by undergraduates?

Is there any rationale provided for course sequences, where relevant?

How regularly are new courses introduced in or deleted from the curriculum?

Student Characteristics

Graduate program guidebooks usually describe average board scores of applicants, but
that may not help you determine other important characteristics of program peer groups.
What are the important dimensions?

How big will the incoming class be?

Does the program emphasize taking students with significant work experience or
can students move directly into advanced work without such background?

From which part of the country do students typically come?

What is the gender and age balance?

Did the faculty make a purposeful attempt to recruit diverse students in the
cohort? (See Bernal, Sirolli, Weisser, Ruiz, Chamberlin, & Knight, 1999).

Learning Climate

All graduate programs offer intellectual stimulation but the quality of the climate in
graduate schools varies (Halonen & Young, 2000). Your students need to know that some
faculty design their programs to be maximally rigorous. Some pertinent questions to have
your students ask include:



What kind of learning atmosphere do the program faculty attempt to create?

Do faculty practice an open-door policy and strive to be available to students?
Does the program have warring faculty factions that divide student loyalties and
make the environment feel perilous?

Professional Development Climate

Nearly every program will brag about their excellence in helping people craft their
chosen careers. However, some programs treat professional development as a byproduct
of their programs rather than the primary purpose for their existence. These questions
may help your student gauge faculty commitment to students' professional development:

Are students treated with respect or disdain?

Are there mentoring programs that provide career advice on research and
teaching?

Does the program offer established professional opportunities or do students need
to be entrepreneurial to find opportunities on their own?

To what extent do the faculty facilitate entry of their students into arenas relevant
to their professional interests?

Alumni Track Record

Programs may offer testimony from successful students on their Web sites or in print
material, but these public relations promotions may not capture the typical experience of
students in the programs. Some other questions may help your students identify helpful
alumni data:

What types of jobs have past graduates landed successfully?

What is the percentage of graduate employment 6 months after graduation? Three
years after graduation?

Do graduates stay involved as active alumni in the program through networking
or alumni contribution?

Financial Support

Funding can often be the top priority for applicants, but the amount of support made
available is just a starting point. Programs are usually explicit about the amount of money
for grants, scholarships, fellowships, and assistantships. Encourage your students to find
out about the potential strings attached or other not-so-obvious costs:

Does support obligate working hours and, if so, in what capacity?

Are there limits on the number of years a student can be supported in the
program?

Are there other fees that will eat away at resources, such as parking fees, student
activity fees, etc.

What are typical textbook costs in the program?



Avre there prohibitions in your contract about earning outside money?
Administrative Support

Unlikely to be found on the program Web site or the catalog is potentially one of the
most important figures in your student's graduate career--the department secretary.
Encourage your students to make a point of introducing themselves to the program's
secretary during campus visits and ask the following:

What is it like to work here?
How demanding are the faculty?
Are departmental procedures difficult to learn?

Library Access

The library may hold thousands of volumes, but if it is not well maintained, your students
may find constant disappointment in securing appropriate resources. Your students may
want to ask:

How comprehensive are the psychology holdings?

How efficient is the interlibrary loan process?

Can the library holdings be accessed from home?

Is there a psychology library liaison who especially skilled in solving psychology-
related retrieval problems?

Office Space

Psychology departments are notoriously cramped for space on most campuses and
graduate students may find a woeful short supply of space allocated to them. (Your
students may have to get used to the idea that graduate students represent the lowest
entity in the academic food chain.) Encourage them to ask the following questions:

Do graduate students have office provisions set aside for them? Is there space
available for informal meeting with other graduate students?
Do graduate students have access to private or shared computer resources?

Community Factors

Students should think about the nature of the geographical location of a program for
several reasons. Encourage your students to look up the Web site of the chamber of
commerce for additional information about lifestyle in the area. Other issues to consider
include:

In what parts of the community do graduate students typically live?

Where does the university community shop, dine, and play?
What recreational activities are popular?

10



How safe is mass transit?
Conclusion

Graduate education represents a significant investment of time, energy, and resources. If
we had to do it over again, we would do so without hesitation. However, knowing what
we know now, the process for making the decision would have been far more
comprehensive, deliberative, and interesting than it was the first time around. With a little
extra advising attention, we hope that your students will be able to make the graduate
school leap with greater confidence.
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Bringing Psychology to Life
Charles Blair-Broeker
Cedar Falls (lowa) High School

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for March 2002.)

It’s pretty obvious that | don’t see enough movies. Almost every week students relate
concepts from my course to a movie they have seen but | have not. Get to the memory
unit and someone in every class says, “You’ve seen Memento, haven’t you?” Jack
Nicholson’s role in As Good as It Gets comes up like clockwork when we discuss
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Savant syndrome still leads to a Rainman discussion. |
even had several students tell me about a Freudian reference, which they were proud to
have understood, in Titanic.

The problem is that I have not seen most of these movies. | am a little better with the old
ones (One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest and Awakenings, for example), but usually the
film in question is simply an item on a “movies to see” list that is forever lost in one of
my desk drawers. What is a teacher to do? Here 1’ve got what appears to be a teachable
moment—an opportunity to relate curricular concepts to popular culture—but I’m in the
dark and can’t comment. A percentage of the class is in the dark, too—even in the case of
blockbuster hits, not every student has seen the film. | always get the sense I’m leaving
these students behind if I spend too much time discussing a movie they have not seen.

Even when | have seen the film, | worry—a lot—about the accuracy of the portrayal. |
learned this lesson from the movie Sybil. I actually used to show the video in class
because | thought it offered such insight into what was then called multiple personality
disorder (DSM-1V changed the label to dissociative identity disorder). It turns out that the
movie does indeed offer insight, but into an entirely different set of lessons than the ones
I had originally assumed: the constructive nature of memory and the subtle, suggestive
influence a therapist can have on a client, to name but two. When | should have been
discussing the debate about whether multiple personality disorder even exists, | was
presenting Sybil as a fascinating case study “based on the true story.”

Oh, how I’ve grown to be wary of that five-word phrase! Perhaps my critical thinking
skills are better as a result of being burned in the past (who says we don’t learn from
punishment?). Thus, when A Beautiful Mind, the “based on the true story” biographical
film of Nobel Prize-winning mathematician John Nash’s descent into and apparent
recovery from paranoid schizophrenia, came along this year, | was ready. The Ron
Howard adaptation of Sylvia Nasar’s (1998) meticulously referenced, award-winning
biography of Nash, is a beautiful movie, but both the portrayal of schizophrenia in
general, and John Nash’s struggle in particular, are an interesting mix of fact and fiction.

Some of the scenes depict events that most likely actually happened, but others, such as
Russell Crowe (playing Nash) continually scribbling mathematical formulae on windows
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in his dorm room and the Princeton library, seem to be a form of artistic license. There
are many errors of omission, which, | suppose, is understandable given the need to
condense a 400-page book covering almost 50 years into a feature film. The film
provides no information about the out-of-wedlock son Nash fathered and largely
abandoned, his arrest for indecent exposure in a public restroom in Santa Monica, or his
divorce from and subsequent remarriage to his wife Alicia.

More troublesome are the liberties taken with his disease, and the confusing blend of
what really happened and what didn’t. I had no idea that insulin shock therapy was used
as a treatment for schizophrenia in the 1960s, but the book leaves little doubt that Nash
was treated with insulin. This part of the film, to my surprise, was real.

On the other hand, I’m concerned about two aspects of the movie’s depiction of
schizophrenia. Much of the film centers on Nash’s relationships with hallucinated
individuals, the two most important being his Princeton roommate and the agent through
whom Nash offered code-breaking services to the government. These hallucinations are
presented in the film as people—Nash not only can hear them, he can also see them and
touch them (he was even bloodied as he wrestled with his “roommate” at one point).
There is no mention of such extensive hallucinations in the Nasar’s book. The symptoms
depicted in the book are far more typical of what one would expect from a paranoid
schizophrenic. The emphasis is on delusions of persecution, grandeur, and reference, and
only auditory hallucinations are mentioned.

The second major concern relates to treatment issues. The movie implies that Nash
somehow, with his wife’s constant love and support, willed himself well. Nasar’s
biography paints a different story. Nash clearly found his involuntary hospital
commitments to be unpleasant experiences, but it was equally clear that both the insulin
therapy and especially the antipsychotic medications he was given (Thorazine, and later
Stelazine) led to a remission in his symptoms. The implied lesson of the film is that
treatment is optional, or even detrimental. The book’s message is that treatment is a
necessary component of regaining one’s health. The film motivated me to read the book,
and when we get to the disorders unit in class | will be well prepared to respond when
students, inevitably, mention the movie. Even if | had not taken the time to do the
research, experience has taught me to proceed with caution when the topic is motion
pictures. I’ve learned that raising questions about films is a good way to reinforce the
content I want to teach.

It’s not just the movies. Not too long ago, Carol Dean’s Lake Park High School
Psychology Club members sported t-shirts with the phrase “Psychology Is Ubiquitous”
on the front. Is there any discipline with as many connections to “real life” as ours?
Students cite popular music as being linked to course themes. All manner of television
shows, from 20-20 type news magazines to entertainment shows, deal with psychological
issues. Even the school environment itself provides a constant and relevant stream of
material. My test essay in the learning unit requires students to find examples of concepts
related to operant and classical conditioning at work here at Cedar Falls High School.
Glance through a few of their responses and you will find references to the negative
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reinforcement provided by semester test exemptions available to good students, tongue-
in-cheek descriptions of classically conditioned taste aversions traceable to our cafeteria,
analyses of classroom procedures in terms of schedules of reinforcement, utilization of
discriminative stimuli to determine what one can get away with in certain teachers’
classes, and a variety of other clever and appropriate connections between school and
learning theory.

Then, of course, there are current events. The Enron scandal provides a vehicle for
discussing lie detection, motivation theory, and decision-making. | don’t believe a week
has gone by since September without reference to the implications of terrorism. | bet the
clever among us could rather easily find important ways to connect September 11" events
to every unit in the introductory psychology curriculum.

Sometimes the current events are local. In lowa recently, there has been a great deal of
coverage regarding a study commissioned by the state grocers’ association. The
association is trying to change the state’s “bottle bill,” which requires them to redeem
beverage containers for a nickel deposit. The study indicated there were nasty bacteria
and other contaminants on the counters and in the storage areas where beverage
containers are returned. The implication is that the containers pose a health risk and
grocers should—for the good of their customers—be relieved of the admittedly
unpleasant job of dealing with bottle returns. My students, bless them, remembered the
importance of control conditions. At this point | really am curious to learn about the
bacteria counts in the dairy case, on the deli counter, at the checkout stations, and in the
grocery carts that are sometimes used to transport sloppily-diapered babies as well as my
fresh produce.

We should never forget the tremendous opportunity our ubiquity provides. Too often, I
fear we don’t make the connections we could be making. Maybe we don’t feel well
enough informed. If | haven’t seen the movie, how can I allow it into class discussion? If
I haven’t seen the news or read the article, how can | incorporate the story? What if the
story (or the movie) gets it wrong? Worse, what if | get it wrong? What if (as frequently
happens to my own embarrassment and my students’ infinite amusement) I mispronounce
the name of the latest rock group or hip-hop artist?

No doubt these things will happen. The risk in expanding our lessons to include the real
world is that we will sometimes screw it up. We are safer when we don’t venture beyond
our textbooks and the four walls of our classrooms. We are also less effective and
engaging with our teaching (Kreiner, 2001). I’ve learned to have much greater faith in the
ability of my students to make the extensions if I only allow them the chance. They can
extend the concepts from each chapter to real world events, and they can exercise critical
thinking skills when analyzing the latest movie or song. We all learn as a result. To make
it work, our role as teachers remains critical. We are here to:

make sure students understand what it means when a movie or even a news report

is “based on the true story,”
help identify where they might go to learn the rest of the story,
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review, and gently correct, students when they apply concepts inappropriately (as
they inevitably will),

follow up when issues raised require a little out-of-class research (perhaps by
assigning students to find the answers), and

draw on our deeper knowledge of history, culture, and psychology to aid student
understanding of the psychological world.

Yes, we’ll still get burned occasionally. There are days when | want to contact all those
former students and tell them the latest about Sybil. However, if, as I’ve heard Ken
Weaver of Emporia State University say, “nothing is not psychology,” then we ought to
be taking advantage of this glorious truth to teach better. Pass the popcorn.
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4

Teaching Students with Disabilities
David Johnson
John Brown University

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for April 2002.)

In 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) became law and ushered in a new
era for the rights of persons with disabilities. Although the ADA was not the first
legislation to protect the rights of persons with disabilities, its scope and far-reaching
effects caused quite a stir among leaders of business, industry, and education. Public
attention focused on the language of the ADA, which mandated that organizations make
“reasonable accommodations” for individuals with disabilities.

A disability is a “physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more of
the major life activities of such an individual, a record of such an impairment, or being
regarded has having such an impairment” (ADA, 1992, § 12102, 8§ 3, (2)). What is a
reasonable accommodation for persons with disabilities?

Changes in a work or school site, program, or job that make it possible for an otherwise
qualified employee or student to perform the duties or tasks required constitute a
reasonable accommodation. Exceptions can be made if the accommodation causes undue
hardship on the organization being asked for the accommodation. Undue hardship may
take into account the cost of making the accommodation in relation to the size and
financial status of the organization.

The implications of ADA for educational institutions and instructors are still unclear over
a decade after the passage of the act. The wording of ADA is ambiguous and each year
the courts make rulings that clarify the limits of the act. However, although we may not
know the limits of the act, most institutions have made considerable progress in
upholding the spirit, if not the letter, of the law. In this essay, | will address several issues
that faculty may encounter when teaching students with disabilities. However, I’m going
to give only one piece of general advice: Be prepared!

Part of this process of preparation involves knowing the services your institution provides
for students with disabilities. Unlike 15 years ago, most institutions today maintain an
Office of Disability Services (ODS). ODS officials work with students to certify
disabilities and act as liaisons among students, faculty, and administration. Most ODSs
also provide a variety of services for students and faculty that make the offering of
accommodations fairly easy. Some ODS offices offer testing services, note-taking
services, and a variety of disability-specific help. Working closely with ODS and the
students will generally lead to a more satisfying experience for all concerned.

Be prepared for a lesson in diversity. Most of us give special attention to diversity issues
in our classes, but our focus is more frequently oriented toward issues related to ethnic
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diversity. However, students with disabilities also comprise a diverse group that may
provide a challenge to our teaching methods. Although I don’t wish to oversimplify, |
find it useful to classify student disabilities into two groups.

The first group might be called The Silent Disabilities: Many of the disabilities with
which we regularly deal in our classes are those that are not noticeable by casual
observation. Learning disabilities may not be evident, but those who have been diagnosed
with them may have significant problems with processing auditory and/or visual
information. Obviously, students with auditory processing difficulty may need assistance
with information presented orally. Taping lectures allows students to replay parts that
they may not have adequately processed the first time. Providing students with outlines
ahead of time or even arranging for a note taker may be helpful. Alternatively, providing
copies of overheads or PowerPoint slides may reduce the load on students. Verbalizing
material on overhead transparencies in class may be helpful to students with visual
processing difficulties. Students with learning disabilities may need more time on exams
or even require another person to read a particularly long multiple-choice exam. Most of
these accommodations can be easily handled with a minimum of preparation on the
instructor’s part.

The second, somewhat smaller group may require considerably more preparation on the
instructor’s part. These students have significant sensory disabilities such as loss of sight
and hearing, or significant mobility deficits due to conditions such as cerebral palsy.
Although diverse in its own right, this group may require instructors to consider more
elaborate accommodations compared to the first group.

When preparing to provide accommodations for this latter group, be careful to avoid
stereotypes. Nearly 20 years ago, before the days of ODSs, a student who was blind
informed me that she was enrolling in my class in the fall semester. | initially thought that
I should plan for this student by getting handouts, notes, exams, and other course
materials transcribed into Braille. | was the master of good intentions. After I spent quite
of bit of time and effort getting Braille transcriptions, | discovered that this student was,
in fact, a Braille reader. If she had not been a Braille reader, my advance preparation
would have been wasted due to my stereotype that blind people generally read Braille. In
fact, after this experience, | learned that many blind individuals do not read Braille. The
percentage of Braille readers has declined over the last 20 years or so. Computer-assisted
functions such as audio screen readers now take the place of Braille for many who are
blind. It is all too easy to fall into the trap of believing that there is a particular profile of
students with specific disabilities.

I do two specific things to prepare for teaching students with significant sensory
disabilities. First, | ask ODS personnel if they can recommend specific teaching methods
of which I might not be aware. Second, and more importantly, when dealing with
students whose disabilities require more than simple accommodations such as taping
lectures and providing outlines, | discuss with them their preferences and past
experiences in similar courses.
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These conferences have been very helpful. Students with disabilities are usually much
more knowledgeable than instructors regarding specific techniques that allow them to be
successful in their courses. | determine their specific preferences in classroom situations,
such as special seating arrangements. For blind students, I might determine if their
condition is congenital or was acquired after a period of visual experience, which can be
helpful to me in formulating my verbal descriptions during lectures. I might also inquire
about their preferred ways of handling classroom discussion. Some blind students
appreciate the instructor calling other students in class by their names prior to making
comments during discussion. This tactic is particularly helpful early in the semester,
when blind students attempt to connect specific voices to specific students. Other blind
students may prefer to avoid this tactic because they believe that it draws too much
attention to their disability. In sum, students usually make an excellent guide for
instructors who attempt to structure their classrooms to provide accommodations.

In your interactions with some students with disabilities, be prepared to encounter things
that may, at first, be distracting. For example, if you have a student with a severe hearing
impairment, you may find yourself communicating to that student through a signer. You
may find that this arrangement is a bit unnerving at first, but it does not typically take too
much time for you and your other students to adjust. Likewise, when communicating
directly to the student it is tempting to “talk at” the signer. Instead, talk directly to the
student, who may actually be using a combination of signing and lip-reading to “hear”
you.

As prepared as you may be, unexpected things may happen. For example, it took some
time to get used to having a guide dog in classes. One of my students had two guide dogs
over the course of a year. At first, | found it a little disconcerting when the guide dog sat
in the front row and stared at me, although the staring was preferable to when she fell
asleep and snored loudly. (The dog may have been in good company, though, in an 8:00
am statistics course.) The second guide dog that attended class was flatulent, which made
for a rather interesting atmosphere. Although guide dogs in the classroom may provide
some interesting experiences, they may also provide instructors an opportunity to educate
other students about the etiquette of dealing with them. For example, students should be
informed that they should not feed or touch a guide dog when it is in harness. Instructors
should emphasize that the dog is working and should not be treated as a pet. The Guide
Dog Foundation (http://www.guidedog.org) provides an excellent set of rules for dealing
with guide dogs.

Although the goal of providing accommodations to students with disabilities is to allow
otherwise qualified students to succeed in learning, | believe instructors reap benefits,
too. Teaching students with disabilities tends to give instructors a new perspective on
their teaching. Preparing accommodations forces instructors to rethink teaching methods
and strategies. Over time it is easy to develop habits in the classroom that may not be
conducive to learning for students with disabilities. Talking while writing on the board or
facing away from the class might be particularly problematic for hearing impaired
students who use lip-reading as part of their verbal acquisition strategy. Verbal
descriptions of materials on the board or on overheads may facilitate the classroom
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experience of a blind student, but it also may cause instructors to give considerable
thought to what specific information they include on these media. In fact, instructors may
find that other students appreciate the changes the instructor makes for students with
disabilities.

One final thought regarding terminology. You may notice that throughout this column |
varied the manner by which | referred to students with disabilities. In some places, | used
the phrase “a student who is blind.” In other places, | referred to a “blind student.” |
prefer using the former rather than the latter for one simple reason: Referring to the
student first focuses on the person, not the disability. However, in writing it can be
cumbersome to use that format consistently, so for variety, | varied the way by which |
referred to the students. In my experience, students appreciate the focus on them rather
than on their disability. In a similar vein, I also believe that students appreciate candor
about their disability. A student who is blind usually does not require us to avoid that fact
by using terms such as “visually challenged.” My advice is to be sensitive to this issue
and let the students be your guide. Ask them if they have preferences in this regard.

The goal of the ADA was to provide “otherwise qualified” individuals the opportunity to
succeed in the workplace and classroom. It appears to be well on its way to meeting this
goal, and more. Passage of the ADA not only mandates that we consider practices that

constitute fairness for students with disabilities, but also encourages us to be
conscientious in evaluating our classroom practices. That cannot be a bad thing!
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5

The National Institute on the Teaching of Psychology:
Twenty-Five Years and Counting
Douglas A. Bernstein
University of South Florida

(This essay originally appeared as a special article for the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in
the PsychTeacher Electronic Discussion List for April 2002.)

To some of our younger faculty, it must seem that there has always been a National
Institute on the Teaching of Psychology (NITOP). The rest of us, though, can clearly
recall a time when there was no NITOP, and therefore, absolutely no reason for any
department head or dean to pay to send psychology teachers to Florida in January. Now,
it happens every year. The details of how and why NITOP came to be, and how it grew,
can be found in a chapter I contributed to a book co-edited by Steve Davis and Bill
Buskist (Bernstein, 2002), but Bill thought the members of the PsychTeacher listserv
might like to read a shorter version of that story, and to get some idea of my views on the
conference. | hope he is right, and that this column will fill the bill.

NITOP met for the first time on October 9-11, 1978 on the campus of the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). Many people assume that NITOP was my idea,
but it was actually the brainchild of Frank Costin, a fellow member of the UIUC
psychology department in whose memory the Costin award is now given at NITOP.
Frank’s simple, but vital, idea was to give psychology faculty a chance to get together to
exchange ideas and advice about the challenges, frustrations, problems, and pleasures of
teaching psychology. To be honest, | don’t recall if | attended the institute that first year.
I don’t think I did, because the first | remember hearing about it was when Frank asked
me to be a speaker at the second annual meeting, in the fall of 1979. So | was not present
at NITOP’s birth, but | was there for its first birthday party. Still, to me the invitation to
speak was just that. | had no idea at the time that the institute would become an institution
or that | would become so involved in it, and certainly no inkling of the impact it would
come to have on psychology teachers, on how and what they teach, and even on the
growth of other teaching conferences.

I remember being struck by how intensely interested the participants were in listening to
the speakers talk about teaching methods and updating course content, and how eager
they were to talk to each other about student-faculty relationship issues, grading policies,
ethical dilemmas, and the like. | had no idea that so many faculty in my discipline cared
so much about these things because, frankly, most members of my research-oriented
department did not talk much about teaching—especially undergraduate teaching—other
than to complain about having to do it. As someone who loved teaching and who wanted
to find out how to do it better, | had learned to keep my mouth shut about this nasty little
secret, and just do the best I could. (I remember being laughed at by a senior colleague
when | told him how happy | was to have been “trusted” with a 350-student section of
abnormal psychology in my first semester at Illinois.) However, now | wondered: If there
were faculty who took the trouble to come to Champaign, Illinois of all places, in an
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effort to improve their teaching, maybe there was a way | could help make that happen,
and improve my own teaching in the process.

Early in 1980, Frank Costin asked me to join the planning committee for the Third
Annual Institute, and it was at a meeting of that committee that we decided to try to
broaden the appeal of the institute, and serve more people by moving it to Florida in
January, where it has been held ever since. At the 5™ Annual Institute, in 1983, we tried
something else that was new: we included two roundtable discussion sessions that were
suggested by previous participants. The format was popular enough that the following
year we scheduled six roundtables. By 1988, at program committee member Bob
Hendersen’s suggestion, we began inviting all participants to submit topics for
discussions that they themselves would lead during what came to be called Participant
Idea Exchanges (PIE). That same year, we also invited participants to present posters on
any topic related to the teaching of psychology. The response to these invitations was
stunning, as dozens of participants submitted PIE topics, poster proposals, or both. No
doubt they did so partly because giving a presentation at NITOP helped support requests
for travel money, but years of touring crowded rows of posters and eavesdropping on
packed PIE sessions has made it clear to me that these presentations and discussions are
helping to meet much more fundamental needs. They actually give participants at our
conference a chance to confer with one another, to tell interested colleagues about what
they are doing in their classes, and to hear what those colleagues are doing, too. Perhaps
even more important, they provide participants with an opportunity to describe the
problems they are having in their courses, and to get ideas for solving them. In the
process, they discover they are not alone in having to face those problems, or in being
perplexed, worried, and even frightened by them.

I am particularly proud of these features and of the stellar talks our distinguished speakers
have delivered over the years. Together, they have helped to realize the vision that Frank
Costin had for NITOP a quarter of a century ago-to get teachers of psychology together
in a way that benefits their teaching, and their lives as teachers. Past participants tell me
that attending NITOP helps them to renew their enthusiasm for teaching, gives them new
ideas for making their classes more interesting and up to date, and offers them fresh
perspectives and strategies for dealing with the inevitable student-faculty problems they
must face. I, too, am gratified, that NITOP’s impact has been amplified through its role in
helping others who seek to promote the teaching of psychology. NITOP appears to have
served as a stimulus and a model for the many regional teaching conferences that have
developed since 1984, and for the American Psychological Society’s efforts in the realm
of teaching—most notably in the form of its own annual Preconvention Institute on the
Teaching of Psychology. | am pleased, too, to have played a role in helping APS forge
closer ties to the Society for the Teaching of Psychology (STP), first by inviting STP
members to introduce speakers at the APS Teaching Institute’s sessions, and then by
turning over the planning of the APS institute to STP. In the years to come, | look
forward to working with the NITOP program committee to find new ways to improve our
institute, and to expand its role in promoting excellence in the teaching of psychology.

The most recent of these new efforts takes the form of the Annual Summer Institute on
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the Teaching of Psychology. The first annual summer institute took place in 2001, and
the second annual meeting is scheduled for July 23-26, 2002. This 4-day event is
designed for a diverse group of participants, including high school teachers who want to
enrich their psychology courses, graduate students preparing for academic jobs, young
faculty who are developing their teaching style, and senior faculty with a desire to
recharge their batteries, and sharpen established teaching skills. The format includes not
only the usual speaker presentations, but hands-on workshops focused on skills relating
to lecturing, classroom demonstrations, ethical issues, and the like.

Let me close by saying how grateful I am to those of you who have come to NITOP in
the past, and especially for the comments and suggestions you have made to help us to
plan and improve NITOP. Though the committee and | tend to get the credit for NITOP’s
value and success, NITOP would not be what it is without your loyalty and your help. I
hope that NITOP will continue to serve you, and those who follow you, for another 25
years.
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6

Helping Your Students to Become Savvy Psychology Majors
Drew Appleby
Indiana University Purdue University Indianapolis

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for May 2002.)

The English word “savvy” is related to the French word savoir, which means “to be
aware of, to understand, or to know how” (Dubois, 1971, p. 243). When the French add
the word faire (“to do”) to savoir, the result is savoir-faire, a phrase used to describe
people who are both (a) knowledgeable and (b) willing and able to use their knowledge to
accomplish their goals. Savvy psychology majors possess savoir-faire. This means they
are aware of the importance of the following questions, they are eager to discover and
understand their answers, and they are willing and able to translate their newly acquired
understanding of these answers into success-producing actions.

How can | survive my first year in college?

How can | become a successful psychology major?

What can | do with a bachelor’s degree in psychology?

How can I identify, clarify, and accomplish my occupational goals?

Unfortunately, not all psychology majors are savvy. The media often portrays today’s
college-bound generation as clueless slackers who lack the knowledge (i.e., are clueless)
and ambition (i.e., are slackers) to achieve their goals. Research reported by Schneider
and Stevenson (1999) in their book, The Ambitious Generation: America’s Teenagers,
Motivated but Directionless, refutes the slacker component of this portrayal with data
collected from current college-age students and a similar group of their peers from the
1950s. When these two groups were compared, the results were clear. Today’s students
are far more ambitious than their peers from the 1950s because many more want to earn a
college degree (90% vs. 55%) and many more strive to enter professional careers (e.qg.,
medicine and law) as opposed to blue-collar jobs (e.g., mechanic and secretary).

The data related to the clueless component of this portrayal were less clear-cut. Schneider
and Stevenson discovered that today’s college-bound students fall into two groups, those
possessing aligned ambitions and those whose ambitions are misaligned. Those with
aligned ambitions have complementary educational and occupational goals and are likely
to construct educational plans that enhance their chances of successfully attaining their
desired occupations. These students understand how they must change to reach their
occupational goals (i.e., the knowledge and skills they must acquire) and are more
thoughtful when they make decisions about which courses to take, which organizations to
join, and how to spend their time.

Students with misaligned ambitions are equally ambitious, but often find it difficult to
fulfill their dreams because they are unaware of the steps that will enable them to achieve
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their ambitions. According to Schneider and Stevenson (1999, p. 4), their ambitions are
“dreamlike and not realistically connected to specific educational and career paths.
Regardless of how hard they try, they find themselves running in place and unsure of
where to go.” They are the drifting dreamers who have limited knowledge about four
crucial aspects of their futures:

their proposed occupations,

the educational requirements of their schools,

the educational opportunities that can prepare them for their occupations, and
the future demand for their proposed occupations.

The word clueless comes to mind when I think of students with misaligned ambitions.
My wish for my psychology majors is that they will become just the opposite. | urge
them to use their undergraduate education to become “clueful” (i.e., savvy) psychology
majors who know what they want to do with their lives and how to use their
undergraduate experiences to get what they want. | have three favorite quotations that
help me communicate with my students about their journeys toward cluefulness.

The first part of their journeys to the land of cluefulness requires them to do what
Socrates suggested more than two thousand years ago when he said, “Know thyself.” |
advise them to begin—as early as possible in their undergraduate careers—the process of
serious self-examination that will enable them to identify their skills, characteristics,
goals, values, and resources. | spend a considerable amount of time explaining the student
learning outcomes of both my department and my university so my students can become
aware of the skills (e.g., writing, speaking, and critical-thinking) and characteristics (e.g.,
open mindedness and adaptability) they can acquire if they engage conscientiously in
their education. I encourage them to think about their undergraduate experience as an
authentic means for preparing themselves for their occupational futures, not just four
years of burdensome requirements that must be “gotten out of the way” before they can
begin their real lives. | refer my less-well-focused students to our career center where
they can discuss their futures with well trained career counselors and engage in
interactive software programs such as SIGI Plus, which can help them match their skills,
characteristics, goals, values, and resources with the requirements and realities of
thousands of vocational possibilities.

The second leg of their journey involves the famous advice Polonius gave Laertes in the
second act of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, “To thine own self be true.” Once they begin to
know themselves, the next steps are (a) to discover who they would like to become and
(b) to create a plan of action to reach their aspirations that fits their own unique set of
skills, characteristics, goals, values, and resources. The Occupational Outlook Handbook
(OOH) and the Dictionary of Occupational Titles (DOT) are particularly helpful
resources at this point because they provide students with accurate “reality checks” on
their intended occupations (i.e., is my dream job really what | envision it to be?). The
DOT provides them with brief descriptions of the requirements, demands, and training
for over 22,000 jobs. The OOH describes far fewer occupations, but in much greater
detail (i.e., the nature of the work, working conditions, employment statistics, training,
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outlook for the job, earnings, related occupations, and additional sources of information).
Other valuable sources of career information are books such as Career Paths in
Psychology (Sternberg, 1997), Majoring in Psych? Career Options for Psychology
Undergraduates (Morgan & Korschgen, 2001), The Psychology Major: Career Options
and Strategies for Success (Landrum, Davis, & Landrum, 2000), Succeeding in Graduate
School: The Career Guide for Psychology Students (Walfish & Hess, 2001), and The
Handbook of Psychology (Appleby, 1997). Eye on Psi Chi (the newsletter of our national
honor society) also contains a wealth of career-oriented articles written specifically for
undergraduates. For example, Huss (2001, p. 25) wrote an article entitled “What Is
Forensic Psychology? It’s Not Silence of the Lambs!” He used this opportunity to inform
the burgeoning number of undergraduates drawn to forensic psychology that,
sensationalistic media portrayals [about forensic psychology] may not be accurate nor
offer realistic employment opportunities. Students may become disheartened to learn that
certain media depictions are less than realistic but should be excited to learn about the
real possibilities forensic psychology has to offer

The third part of their journey involves putting their plans into action. I can think of no
better way to state the urgency of this crucial component than by quoting Nike, the Greek
goddess of victory, (speaking through her 21% Century commercial namesake) who says,
“Just do it.” This final leg of their journey will put the “faire” into their “savoir-faire” and
transform them into truly savvy psychology majors who know who they are, who know
where they are going, and who are actually headed in the direction of their goals.
Advising my students actually to “do” their intended careers by engaging in internships,
co-0ps, practica, and service learning projects is probably the best advice I give them
during this stage of their journey. These experiences allow them to discover if they (a)
possess the skills for the tasks their proposed occupations will require and (b) experience
the passion for the challenges they will encounter on the job. As I tell my students, you
will have found your ideal occupation (i.e., the one that makes you WANT to get out of
bed and go to work in the morning) when you discover the career that exists at the
intersection of your skills and your passion. Nothing can make you feel better about your
job—and yourself—than being both good at and excited about what you do.

As | reflect upon three decades of college teaching, | am amazed at my pedagogical
evolution. My initial strategy was to concentrate on insuring that my students became
knowledgeable about the contents and methods of psychology (e.g., the location of the
hippocampus, why the rat turned left, the duration and capacity of iconic memory, and
the relative merits of the cross-sectional and longitudinal methods). I still teach my
students these things, but my focus is now on who, rather than what, | am teaching. |
make a clear and conscious effort to tell my students how they can use the subject matter
of psychology to construct life plans compatible with their talents, values, and
characteristics (i.e., to become savvy). | received a letter from one of our alumni (who
sells new homes) that describes the results of my new strategy quite well. She ended her
letter with the following paragraph, which I will use to end my essay.
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My studies in psychology helped me to understand people
and their differences. | think I may understand more than most the
importance of listening and patience. Different people may
respond to situations in different ways, but everyone wants the
same thing. People want to be respected, listened to, and
understood. Psychology helped me understand this, and | believe |
am a better person—and a better new home sales consultant—for
this. Thank you again for taking the time to care about and listen to
your students. | hope this letter can help you show other
psychology students that all psychology majors need not go to
graduate school or become psychologists. There are many other
fields in which psychology majors can be successful and happy!
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7

Focusing on How We Know What We Know in the Psychology Classroom
Laura L. Namy
Emory University

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for June 2002.)

Students enjoy learning the facts of psychology-what causes mental illness, why there
are gender differences in some domains and not in others, what factors we use in making
decisions, how memory works, and so on. The only trouble is that the facts of psychology
are actually few and far between. Rather than providing definitive answers, we are often
only in the position to provide suggestive evidence or theories, complete with their
limitations and alternative explanations. Students often express surprise and frustration
with the dearth of “facts” psychology instructors are able to provide. Even after taking a
research methods course, students also often seem to have little genuine understanding of
the process by which those facts or hypotheses about the mind and behavior are acquired.

Clearly, it is an instructor’s mission to convey what we know about a particular topic or
domain of study within the field. However, another central aspect of our job as instructors
is to impress upon students the challenges involved in inferring information about human
thought and behavior. Even more importantly, it is our responsibility to impart to students
an understanding of the process by which such information may be gleaned.
Understanding this process contributes to students’ ability to evaluate critically and
reason about evidence more generally. This is fundamental not only to their
understanding of course content, but also to their ability to contribute to society as a
critical consumer of information. From voting to making medical decisions to choosing
to play the lottery, an understanding of how we know what we know and how to assess
the strengths and limitations of research will put students in good stead to make careful,
informed, and well reasoned decisions.

Unfortunately, humans are notoriously poor at the logical inference that underlies
scientific reasoning. This became evident to me as early as my senior year in college
when | served as a teaching assistant for an introductory logic class. Daily, | observed
students’ struggles with what was, for them, a highly unintuitive process. As | continued
my training in cognitive psychology, I learned about the empirical evidence confirming
that humans reason by example, by heuristics, and with strong biases that do not conform
to the rules of logic. Unfortunately, the heuristics and biases employed in people’s
everyday lives have very real and often very negative consequences. We, as psychology
instructors, have a unique opportunity and responsibility to cultivate critical reasoning
skills that contribute to students’ understanding of the scientific inquiry into the mind.

But how do we do this? How do we motivate students to care about how we know as well

as what we know? How do we improve students’ ability to critique study designs,
evaluate evidence, draw logical conclusions, and generate alternative explanations? Here
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are some classroom activities that | have found useful in facilitating student engagement
in the scientific process:

1. I require students to read, discuss, and write about primary sources. There is nothing
like delving in to the intricacies of an experimental report to provide students with
concrete evidence of the process by which psychological evidence is acquired (and of
their own lack of understanding of this process). Textbooks are designed to provide an
overview and synthesis of the relevant material, but they often do so at the expense of
details about the design, logic, and often, the actual findings. Primary sources serve as an
important alternative perspective on course content. Students find primary sources
challenging to understand and will need a lot of guidance and scaffolding. However, over
the course of a semester, students can develop some clear skills in reading and
synthesizing articles for themselves.

Many textbook publishers now sell “current readings” anthologies that provide
reasonably short, non-technical articles clustering around a particular theme. Consider
augmenting your textbook assignments with such readings. | provide at least one article
reading assignment for every topic discussed in class, and strategically incorporate that
reading into the lecture at an appropriate place. Students are expected to answer questions
about the goals, methods, findings, and conclusions of the paper either during class
discussion or in a short written summary. Learning to articulate (both orally and in
writing) a research article’s goals, approaches, and findings goes a long way toward
training students to evaluate evidence critically.

2. | expect students in my classes to know and be able to answer “Namy’s Five
Questions.” For every experiment discussed in class, students must be able to answer
these five questions. Students are warned that these questions are fair game on the exams
covering any of the experiments or studies discussed in class. The five questions are:

What was the question that this study was designed to answer?
What was the experimental design?

What is the logic of how the design answers the question?
What were the results?

What were the conclusions?

Are these questions earth-shatteringly insightful? Unique? Of course not. However, they
provide a context and a structure for students’ knowledge bases. | have found that asking
students to be sure they can deconstruct an experiment into these five parts has
dramatically increased the depth of their understanding of the experiments discussed in
class (as well as their subsequent test performance). Students engage the material in a
more science-minded fashion and most impressively, begin to identify and rectify holes
in their own understanding. When | began using “Namy’s Five Questions,” students
suddenly began raising their hands in class to ask me questions such as “Can you go over
the logic of study X again?” and started e-mailing me prior to exams to ask “Can you
clarify the conclusions of study Y?” or “I don’t understand the main question in
experiment Z.” When students are expected to understand the process and are given the
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tools to do so, they become more active participants in their own learning. They become
more focused on the intricacies of the experiments, not just the bottom line.

3. I provide in-class experiments and demonstrations whenever possible, or (when
feasible) require students to collect their own data. | encourage students to make
predictions about the outcomes of experiments, propose extensions to the experiments we
discuss, and even generate research proposals of their own. These sorts of activities
provide a personal involvement on the part of the student (as subject or prospective
experimenter) that generates an interest in the outcome of the experiment and an
investment in the motivation for and interpretation of the study. This experience gives
students a heightened level of insight into the phenomena and the process of conducting
research. One of the most valuable aspects of designing or conducting an experiment of
their own is that students must make their own judgments and decisions about how to
measure, collect, organize, and present the data. Because they make these decisions for
themselves, they experience with great vividness the sometimes subjective nature of
experimental design, coding, and analysis. This process can drive home for them why
definitive answers are often sparse in science.

In summary, these activities are designed to encourage students to analyze the logic of
studies, evaluate evidence, and articulate their ideas both orally and in writing. None are
terribly difficult to implement but they do involve a slight shift in focus during lectures
and in readings and paper assignments. | am convinced that these activities increase
students’ understanding of and appreciation for the process of studying the human mind
and behavior. These skills will serve students beyond the classroom, ensuring that they
are more thoughtful consumers of information in their everyday lives. This is the best
possible legacy that we can provide for our students.
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8

Organizing and Maintaining University-Wide Teaching Circles
Lauren F. V. Scharff
Stephen F. Austin State University

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for July 2002.)

One of the most rewarding activities in which | have participated at Stephen F. Austin
State University (SFA) has been organizing and maintaining teaching circles. A teaching
circle is a group of persons who meet and talk about teaching and issues related to
teaching. | first heard of teaching circles while attending the Southwest Regional
Conference for Teachers of Psychology, where one of the conference attendees
mentioned that she participated in a teaching circle at her institution.

How teaching circles came to be part of faculty life at SFA was due to some fortunate
circumstances. Our university had been part of the American Council of Education's
project on Institutional Change in Higher Education, and | was one of the committee
members for that project. At one of the round table forums, | happened to sit at a table
with several faculty from around our campus interested in teaching issues. I mentioned
the idea of teaching circles, and a brainstorming discussion ensued. We proposed the idea
of teaching circles at SFA to our Vice-President of Academic Affairs (VPAA) and
received permission to start university-wide teaching circles. That was the easy part.

The good news is that, although it does require some time and effort, organizing and
maintaining teaching circles is not horribly onerous. If you like the idea of teaching
circles, but don't feel comfortable starting at the university-level, organize a circle in your
department, or with faculty who you know personally across campus. Perhaps over time
you and a few others might feel comfortable trying to increase participation across
campus. | encourage wider, as opposed to narrower, teaching circles because | feel
strongly that gaining perspectives from faculty in different departments has been one of
the reasons our circles have been so successful. One important advantage of campus-
based circles is that circle members often become friends with faculty across campus as a
direct result of their participation in the circle. In a more global sense, | think it makes
those of us involved in the circles feel like we belong to a university-wide community
rather than to isolated departments.

In this essay, | will outline some properties of our teaching circles that | believe make
them successful. | will then share some of the lessons about teaching circles that we have
learned.

Basic Organization

A coordinator oversees activities across all campus teaching circles. Each circle has a

facilitator who helps organize the meetings by sending e-mail reminders to circle
members, sometimes obtaining and distributing readings, and sometimes sending
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discussion summaries so they can be posted on the teaching circles Web page. (These
discussion summaries provide an idea of the variety of topics and readings that have been
part of our circles.) Circles tend to have between 3 and 8 members in addition to the
facilitator.

Circles meet once a month for one hour. Thus, depending on the calendar, there tend to
be 3-4 meetings per semester. Some circles have opted to meet more often. The times and
facilitators for the circles change each semester. When organizing the circles, my goal is
to always offer some variety of times and days when the circles meet in order to
maximize the number of people who might potentially participate.

Some circles have themes that guide discussions all semester, although most circles have
very different discussion topics each meeting. Sometimes circles discuss a book or
readings; however, most circle discussion is based solely on what is in the members'
heads at the time. The meeting place is generally the facilitator's departmental conference
room, although some circles have met in other places, such as a local coffee shop.

Teaching Circle Coordinator Duties

A few weeks prior to the start of the semester, the teaching circle coordinator confirms
who will facilitate the circles for that semester. | get 2 or 3 preferred meeting times from
each facilitator and then set up a schedule that offers the best variety of days and times
for everyone involved. After confirming the facilitators and their meeting times, | send an
e-mail to the teaching circles e-mail list announcing that its time to sign up to participate
in a circle. My e-mail list has grown over the years to include about 150 of our
approximately 450 faculty at SFA. The list contains anyone who has participated in the
past, plus other faculty and instructors who have asked to have their names on the list. |
remove anyone as soon as they ask to be removed. Faculty reply to me by e-mail in order
to sign up for their preferred teaching circle. | make a list of those individuals and
forward it to the facilitators. | also update our Web page each semester so that those
interested can also see what circles are being offered at what times and who is in them.
When | receive the discussion summaries from the facilitators, I post them on the Web
page. Based on input from faculty, | occasionally organize speakers and workshops.
When | come across items of general interest, | may forward them through the e-mail list
or through the current facilitators.

Facilitator Issues

When recruiting potential facilitators, | make sure that they know exactly what is
expected of them. The most important facilitator duty is to keep circle discussions from
becoming merely gripe sessions. It is all too easy for most of us to complain about our
problems regarding students, administration, and so on. My thought is that a teaching
circle should offer more than just a place to vent and commiserate with like-minded
colleagues. It should also serve as a wellspring of ideas to inform our teaching. Although
facilitators are instructed to allow a little venting, they know that the emphasis is on
productive discussions of teaching issues, drawing on group member's combined teaching
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experience to address the issues at hand. | stress that facilitators do not need to feel like
they are experts on all (or even any) teaching-related issues. Mostly they are there to
facilitate and guide the discussion, not to lead it.

Once the circles are formed, the facilitators are in charge of their individual circle
organization. | send them an e-mail list of their members, and then they contact the
members about the specific dates and locations of the meetings. I strongly recommend
one to two reminder e-mails be sent prior to each meeting.

The Web Site

In our first semester of the teaching circles, | set up the teaching circles Web site
(http://hubel.sfasu.edu/otherendev/tc/teachcir.html). It is not very fancy, but it helps
communicate what teaching circles are about, and makes it easy for faculty to find out
about the current circles and any other related events that might be scheduled. The Web
site has also helped recruit new circle participants because | have coordinated with the
SFA Web master so that there is a link to the site from the faculty page for SFA.

Recruiting Circle Participants

At SFA, participation in the circles is voluntary. We encourage all participants to bring
friends, and to tell others about the circles. Occasionally I attend the SFA chairs' meeting
so that | can ask the chairs to tell their faculty about the circles. It is important that faculty
know that their chairs support their participation in teaching circles (although some chairs
do not). Faculty are more likely to see participation in the teaching circles as a good use
of their time for both personal and professional reasons (an activity to report on one's
annual review) if they know that their chair supports their participation in the circles.
Finally, | attend the New Faculty Orientation session and talk about teaching circles.

Bringing in Speakers and Holding Workshops

Several times | have coordinated with individuals both on and off campus to organize
talks or workshops related to teaching. Because these are university-wide circles, I
choose speakers carefully so that the topics aren't too narrow to be useful for the faculty
at large. Our VPAA has been very supportive of the teaching circles and has paid for
some travel and honoraria for presenters and for refreshments at the workshops. The
workshops are a good way to help increase the visibility of the teaching circles. | make
them open to everyone, not just those who have participated in teaching circles. | also
make sure there is an article in the school paper, which means more people are likely
learn about the circles.

Lessons Learned and Other Things to Keep in Mind
The first semester that we held teaching circles at SFA, a wonderful chair from another

department coordinated recruitment. She contacted other chairs and asked for names.
Unfortunately, many of the names given to her were those people that the other chairs felt
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should attend the teaching circles, rather than individuals who wanted to attend (many of
this latter group did not learn about the circles until later). Obviously, such a recruitment
strategy would lead to problems, both in participant attitude and attendance. Needless to
say, we did not take that approach again.

Facilitators can be difficult to recruit. Many of my colleagues from around campus enjoy
being participants in the circles, but hesitate to be facilitators. Often they claim that they
do not know enough or are too new to teaching. Some seem afraid that it will take too
much time. The best solution I have found for this problem is to assure potential
facilitators that the discussion usually leads itself; the facilitator's job is to keep the
discussion on track and do what they can to avoid the discussion turning sour. To help
new facilitators to get started, | share articles with them if they need fresh topics for their
circles. Once a facilitator has "led" discussions once or twice, they almost always report
that it was easier and more enjoyable than they expected

We do not take attendance. | stress this point during sign ups. Although it's just one
meeting a month for only an hour, many faculty feel that they do not have time for
teaching circles. In addition, many faculty who are interested are very active in all phases
of their work, which means they have many other meetings, conferences to attend, and so
on. So, | encourage (over and over again) that they should sign up and attend as many
meetings as they can. | think such an approach encourages people to sign up, which is the
first step toward participation.

Realize that some circles will be more successful than others. This is an especially
important point if you are starting with only one circle for the whole campus. Many
factors influence a circle's success: member personalities and how well they mix (or not),
unavoidable scheduling difficulties, social skills and organizational abilities of the
facilitator, location of the meeting (room atmosphere, how far people have to walk to get
there), and so on. I try to talk to circle facilitators and participants so I know how well the
circles are going. If participants are not happy with their present circle, I suggest that they
switch circles or try a different one the next semester. Be positive. Have unhappy
attendees talk to a faculty member for whom the experience was good. That way you
reduce the likelihood that they will drop out of the circles.

Summary

Teaching circles are a fantastic means by which to create a sense of community among
faculty who care about teaching. Participants in our circles often report feeling isolated in
their departments before they joined a circle, and that their participation helps them
realize they are not unique in some of the issues they face. Further, it revitalizes faculty
and gives them new ideas and techniques to try in their classrooms. Even faculty who do
not believe that they are currently struggling can benefit, sometimes simply by sharing,
and sometimes by gaining ideas that they had not considered previously. Thus, teaching
circles are worth the effort needed to organize and maintain them.

33



9

The Landscape of Excellence in Teaching
Barney Beins
Ithaca College

(This essay originally appeared as the monthly “E-xcellence in Teaching” e-column in the PsychTeacher
Electronic Discussion List for August 2002.)

Excellent teaching doesn’t happen by accident. It requires notable thought, planning, and
collaboration. Being interested in teaching and wanting to excel in teaching do not equate
with being effective in educating students, however. So it is worthwhile to examine what
factors will help excellence to emerge. We will be well off considering excellence as a
process rather than as a goal, as something we do continuously rather than as something
we achieve, as something we share with our students because if their learning isn’t
excellent, neither is our teaching.

Over the past two years, | have directed the Office of Pre-College and Undergraduate
Education at the American Psychological Association. During that time, | have had the
opportunity to see the attempt toward excellence from a broader perspective than I had
when my horizon stopped at the edge of my classroom. It has become obvious to me that
we are more likely to excel if we labor in a community of teaching scholars than if we
work alone. We may each be individually dedicated to our students and to our teaching,
but we will be more effective as teachers if we recognize the forest of potential that
abounds around us.

Fortunately, quite a few people in higher education have reached this same conclusion.
The landscape is dotted with scholars of teaching and with organizations that may help us
in our quest. The professional environment of teaching has shifted over the past few
decades in ways favorable to teachers. We obviously have to balance different demands
in our professional lives, like teaching and research. But there are new pressures to teach
well that facilitate our work. For example, the movement toward greater accountability,
which arose outside the classroom, has provided faculty with an opportunity to improve
their teaching.

I will highlight some effective organizational and institutional efforts that facilitate
teaching. As an academic, | have a feel for some of the important elements in teaching; as
Director of Pre-College and Undergraduate Programs, | have discerned a larger picture.

First of all, it would be hard to claim that we were effective teachers if we did not have a
sense of the outcomes we desire. Education is nonlinear and complex, so as we
perambulate the pedagogical forest, our instincts and expertise will move us toward the
outcomes we seek. But the path isn’t direct or obvious, so we can benefit from the
accomplishments of other scholars of teaching to guide us.
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The Education Directorate at APA created a task force of sagacious and diverse
psychologists to consider the desired competencies of undergraduate psychology majors.
This task force produced a document that outlines 10 learning outcomes, 5 associated
specifically with psychology and 5 with psychology as a liberal art
(http://www.apa.org/ed/pcue/reports.html). The learning outcomes are not course-based.
Rather, they focus on the skills, knowledge, and attitudes that students should have
gained as psychology majors. The first five outcomes or goals involve knowledge, skills,
and values consistent with the science and application of psychology.

Goal 1. Knowledge Base of Psychology: Students will demonstrate familiarity
with the major concepts, theoretical perspectives, empirical findings, and
historical trends in psychology.

Goal 2. Research Methods in Psychology: Students will understand and apply
basic research methods in psychology, including research design, data analysis,
and interpretation.

Goal 3. Critical Thinking Skills in Psychology: Students will respect and use
critical and creative thinking, skeptical inquiry, and, when possible, the scientific
approach to solve problems related to behavior and mental processes.

Goal 4. Application of Psychology: Students will understand and apply
psychological principles to personal, social, and organizational issues.

Goal 5. Values in Psychology: Students will be able to weigh evidence, tolerate
ambiguity, act ethically, and reflect other values that are the underpinnings of
psychology as a discipline.

The second set of outcomes extends beyond psychology, involving knowledge, skills, and
values consistent with liberal arts education that are further developed in psychology.

Goal 6. Information and Technological Literacy: Students will demonstrate
information competence and the ability to use computers and other technology for
many purposes.

Goal 7. Communication Skills: Students will be able to communicate effectively
in a variety of formats.

Goal 8. Sociocultural and International Awareness: Students will recognize,
understand, and respect the complexity of sociocultural and international
diversity.

Goal 9. Personal Development: Students will develop insight into their own and
others’ behavior and mental processes and apply effective strategies for self-
management and self-improvement.

Goal 10. Career Planning and Development: Students will emerge from the major
with realistic ideas about how to implement their psychological knowledge, skills,
and values in occupational pursuits in a variety of settings.

The next phase of the task force involves assessment-—as teachers, how do we know we
have achieved our desired outcomes? Although we often use test scores as measures of
success, there are myriad other options for assessment, like portfolios, behaviors in

practica or on internships, and the ability to plan and complete research projects. Some
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assessments may be relevant only after students graduate, such as surveys of alumnae or
employers about how well are former students are prepared for the workplace.

For the past half century, psychologists have been renovating the psychology curriculum;
the report of the 1951 Cornell conference (Buxton, Cofer, Gustad, MacLeod, McKeachie,
& Wolfle, 1952) makes vastly different recommendations than the Brewer et al. (1993)
report from the St. Mary’s Conference. In each consideration of the curriculum, all of
these psychologists have noted the tentative nature of their guidelines. As we discover
more about psychology and about learning and when we factor in cultural context, it is
manifest that excellence in psychology education is provisional and dependent on more
than a fixed set of principles.

Have you thought about what you hope to achieve in educating your students? If not, how
do you know whether you have made a difference in the way your students approach
complex issues, how they make decisions, and whether they are critical and empirical
thinkers? Too often we rely on classroom test scores to validate our teaching, but
memory for specific facts or theories is a very limited way to assess whether we are
reaching our outcomes.

Knowledge of content is not an unimportant issue, but the content itself may be a trivia