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Praise for A Guide To Teaching Introductory Psychology

“No course is more important to our discipline than the introductory
psychology class. Sandra Goss Lucas, the coordinator for Introductory
Psychology at the University of Illinois, brings together the collective
wisdom of her years of experience in teaching and teacher training
to deliver a wonderfully useful book. If department heads want to
evidence a genuine commitment to teaching, they should give this
book to all faculty and graduate students involved in the teaching of
this course. It is a treasure house of good ideas from a great teacher.”

Ludy T. Benjamin, Jr., Texas A&"M University

“Sandra Goss Lucas’s book, A Guide to Teaching Introductory
Psychology, will be invaluable for those teaching intro psych for the
first time, and even old codgers who have taught intro psych more
than 50 times will find new useful and interesting ideas. My copy
has ‘Good’, ‘Neat’ and other laudatory comments on the margins of
many pages.”

W. J. McKeachie, University of Michigan

“Sandy Goss Lucas offers instructors of Introductory Psychology
a fully equipped, functional toolbox, filled with specific, concrete
details that can immediately be applied in teaching. This toolbox
will be most helpful to instructors teaching the course for the first
time, who will undoubtedly breathe a sigh of relief when they realize
that, far from being alone and isolated, they are part of large group
of people who readily share their approaches, innovations, practices,
and challenges. Seasoned instructors will also find much in this book
that will be valuable to them, because the advice offered by Goss
Lucas, the selection of topics, and her concrete suggestions are all
deeply informed by classroom experience—knows what works and
what does not.

Even more important than the rich content of this book are the
values and dedication that infuse the way Goss Lucas discusses teach-
ing, particularly its more challenging aspects. She models how a
caring, thoughtful instructor can apply high standards while making
the Introductory Psychology course engaging, challenging, and useful
for the students. Goss Lucas shows how to set the right tone in a
classroom—and she does so herself in this book.”

Robert W. Hendersen, Grand Valley State University
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Series Editors’ Preface

As the best teachers among us can surely attest, teaching at the college
and university level is no easy task. Even psychology, as inherently
interesting as it may be, is a difficult subject to teach well. Indeed,
being an effective teacher of any discipline requires a steadfast commit-
ment to self-improvement as a scholar, thinker, and communicator
over the long haul. No one becomes a master teacher overnight.
Compared to other disciplines, though, psychology has been way
ahead of the curve when it comes to taking its teaching seriously.
The Society for the Teaching of Psychology (http://teachpsych.org/)
was founded in 1946 and continues to be a powerful force in sup-
porting the teaching of psychology in high schools, community
colleges, and four-year schools. The annual National Institute on the
Teaching of Psychology, or as it is more informally known, NITOP
(http://www.nitop.org), has been featuring an impressive venue of
pedagogical presentations for the past 30 years. In addition, several
annual regional teaching of psychology conferences offer a variety of
talks, workshops, and poster sessions on improving one’s teaching.
Psychologists have also led the way in writing books on effective
teaching. Perhaps the most well-known among these texts is
McKeachie’s (2006) Teaching Tips, now in its 12th edition (the first
edition was published in 1951!). Although McKeachie wrote Teaching
Tips for all teachers, regardless of discipline, other books focused
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specifically on teaching psychology have appeared in the past several
years (e.g., Buskist & Davis, 2006; Davis & Buskist, 2002; Forsyth,
2003; Goss Lucas & Bernstein, 2005). The common theme across these
books is that they offer general advice for teaching any psychology
course, and in McKeachie’s case, for teaching any college course.

Blackwell’s Teaching Psychological Science series differs from
existing books. In one handy and concise source, each book provides
all an instructor needs to help her in her course. Each volume in this
series targets a specific course: introductory psychology, developmental
psychology, research methods, statistics, behavioral neuroscience,
memory and cognition, learning, abnormal behavior, and personal-
ity and social psychology. Each book is authored by accomplished,
well-respected teachers who share their best strategies for teaching
these courses effectively.

Each book in the series also features advice on how to teach
particularly difficult topics; how to link course content to everyday
student experiences; how to develop and use class presentations,
lectures, and active learning ideas; and how to increase student
interest in course topics. Each volume ends with a chapter that
describes resources for teaching the particular course focused on in
that book, as well as an appendix on widely available resources for
the teaching of psychology in general.

The Teaching Psychological Science series is geared to assist all
teachers at all levels to master the teaching of particular courses.
Each volume focuses on how to teach specific content as opposed to
processes involved in teaching more generally. Thus, veteran teachers
as well as graduate students and new faculty will likely find these
books a useful source of new ideas for teaching their courses.

As editors of this series, we are excited about the prospects these
books offer for enhancing the teaching of specific courses within our
field. We are delighted that Wiley Blackwell shares our excitement
for the series and we wish to thank our Editor Christine Cardone
and our Development Project Manager Sarah Coleman for their
devoted work behind the scenes to help us bring the series to frui-
tion. We hope that you find this book, and all the books in the
series, a helpful and welcome addition to your collection of teaching
resources.

Douglas J. Bernstein
William Buskist
April 2007
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Chapter 1

An Introduction to
Introductory Psychology

A survey of university faculty’s views about the chief hindrances in
teaching the introductory psychology course elicited the following
responses:

inconveniently large classes . . . lack of assistance . . . lack of equipment
or inconvenience in quarters ... students ill-prepared. .. the mixed
and uneven character of the classes . . . lack of a first rate text book.

You might feel the same, and if so, you have company, and you have
had company for a long time. The survey was conducted in 1910 as
part of the first American Psychological Association (APA) report
evaluating the “first course in psychology” (Sanford, 1910, p. 60).

Many of the issues and concerns faced by instructors of the “first
course” in psychology remain—and are revisited by every new teacher
of the course. So, in an attempt not to have to “reinvent the course,”
this book addresses the persistent issues and conflicts involved in
teaching introductory psychology and provides as many resources,
teaching tips, and information as possible. Hopefully both new
instructors and veteran instructors looking for a fresh perspective
will find value in this book.

Because this is a very personal book, I think it is important that
I present my credentials from the very beginning:

A Guide to Teaching Introductory Psychology Sandra Goss Lucas
© 2008 by Sandra Goss Lucas ISBN: 978-1-405-15150-4



2 An Introduction to Introductory Psychology

® I have taught introductory psychology for over 30 years.

® [ earned a teaching certificate—I took all of those “how to teach”
courses.

e I went back to graduate school after teaching introductory psy-
chology for 6 years at two different community colleges.

e [ earned my Ph.D. in Educational Psychology with an emphasis
on “teacher behavior.”

® I codeveloped and present every year the University of Illinois,
Urbana-Champaign Psychology Department’s new teaching assist-
ants’ orientation.

e I supervise advanced graduate students teaching the introductory
course, and have done so for more than 20 years.

e I love to teach. I like working with first-year college students—
helping them adjust to college life and expectations. I like to
work with graduate students—both those who immediately res-
onate to teaching and those who need a bit more guidance and
nurturing. I’ve received teaching awards from an undergraduate
organization, a graduate student organization, my college, and
my campus.

I want to share with you all of the things I have learned in my 30-
year teaching career. This book emphasizes the concepts I think are
important, the techniques I’ve used to help teach the concepts, and
the resources I have discovered to aid in my teaching. Obviously,
the way I teach the introductory course has evolved, both as I’ve
matured as a teacher and as the content of the course has shifted and
expanded. And equally obvious is the fact that you can’t teach it all.
So I hope you will view this book as a smorgasbord of ideas and
information, not a comprehensive “to-do-list.”

What is Introductory Psychology?

In 1908, APA appointed the first committee, the Committee on
Methods of Teaching Psychology, to investigate the “first course in
psychology” (Goodwin, 1992; Wolfle, 1942). They called it the “first
course” because there was debate over whether the first course should
be an introductory (i.e., survey) course or an elementary principles
course. The report, discussed at the 1909 APA meeting and pub-
lished in a monograph in 1910, cautioned instructors to focus on
psychology as a science, not as philosophy. Although they did not
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outline a “standard” curriculum, something many instructors of the
first course requested, the committee did recommend a “survey”
course: “A little from each of all aspects of psychology and much
from a few” (Seashore, 1910, p. 83).

Twenty years later, Albert Poffenberger (1929) reported that over
100 people attended a 1928 APA round table to discuss the “first
course.” However, the results were disappointing as “the contribu-
tions were limited mainly to an account of how different individuals
teach the first course, with no progress in the direction of a ‘one best
way,’ if such there can ever be” (p. 342).

Today we continue to grapple with many of the same questions
about introductory psychology that have been dealt with over the
years at APA round tables and conferences—what content to cover,
how much content to cover (the depth vs. breadth issue), how to
teach the course (e.g., what is the best mixture of lecture and active
learning?), who should teach the course, and what the student’s role
should be. There are obviously no final answers to these questions,
but I hope that this book will provide the background and resources
that will help you to answer them in a way that is best for you and
your introductory psychology students.

What Do I Teach?

The depth versus breadth question

One of the first decisions a teacher makes is what to include in their
course—the pervasive “depth” vs. “breadth” question. Given that the
“knowledge base” in psychology has grown astronomically in the
last few decades, how can we cover it all in an introductory psycho-
logy survey course? Bob Hendersen and I have been presenting an
introductory psychology workshop at the National Institute on the
Teaching of Psychology (NITOP) for over 10 years; and every year,
no matter what the advertised topic, we have a discussion about
whether it is best to teach the entire “standard” course or whether
it is better to concentrate on certain areas.

There is no correct answer to this question. You will need to
decide for yourself, based on the demands that are placed on the
introductory course in your institution as well as your personal
philosophy. If instructors of upper-class courses base their course
development on the assumption that introductory psychology students
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likely previewed, and perhaps even learned, the basic ideas they will
present in their courses, then you must cover those ideas in some
format. If your institution views introductory psychology as prim-
arily a general education course, then you are freer to concentrate on
areas that are of interest to you or that you find to be critical for the
course.

I come down on the side of “teaching it all.” This view reflects,
in part, the way the introductory course fits into the curriculum at
my university. But it also partly reflects the fact that I truly do not know
what to leave out. I’'ve seen too many courses that opt out of
teaching biology or sensation and perception, and I think that nar-
rows students’ ideas of what psychology is all about. So I cover every
chapter in the textbook, and I spend more time on topics that I think
will be most difficult for students. For example, I spend considerable
time discussing classical conditioning and less time discussing operant
conditioning. In my experience, students quickly pick up on the
concepts in operant conditioning but have a difficult time under-
standing the classical conditioning paradigm.

Others disagree with me. They argue that a few core concepts
should be taught well. And they might choose to teach concepts that
are “most useful” to the students, rather than those that are “most
difficult.” Whether you prefer to “teach it all” or “teach core con-
cepts,” don’t worry; this book is organized so that you may focus on
chapters of material and topics within those chapters that you deem
essential.

The topics of introductory psychology

In 1946 Claude Buxton wrote an article for American Psychologist
entitled “Planning the introductory psychology course.” His outline
of a “typical” introductory psychology course divided 45 class meet-
ings as follows:

¢ Orientation—Course details (1 meeting); Difficult problems for the
psychology student;

e Correction of misbeliefs, psychology vocabulary, scientific method,
learning for transfer (3 meetings);

e Individual differences—Psychological measurement, statistics (2
meetings);

e Exam 1 & Review of Exam 1 (1 meeting);

e Abilities—Intellectual (4 meetings);
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¢ Growth and development of behavior—heredity—environment,
maturation process, maturation and learning (3 meetings);

* Motivation—Drives, components of motive, incentive & perform-
ance, cultural determiners of motivation (4 meetings);

¢ Exam 2 and Review of Exam 2 (2 meetings);

Learning and Memory—Including cultural factors and social

learning (7 meetings);

Thinking—Problem-solving (3 meetings);

Exam 3 & Review of Exam 3 (2 meetings);

Sensing and perceiving (6 meetings);

Personality and adjustment (7 meetings);

Final exam. (Buxton, 1946, pp. 309-310)

Note that his outline includes no discussion of biological psycho-
logy, social psychology, consciousness, emotion, stress and coping,
health psychology, or other topics typically covered in today’s text-
books and courses.

Today, most instructors of introductory psychology take their
cue on what topics to teach from the introductory textbook they
are using. However, topics covered in introductory texts have
changed over the years as well. When Wayne Weiten and Randall
Wight (1992) compared texts from the turn of the century to texts
from the 1990s, they found that the amount of text devoted to
sensation/perception, language/thought, and motivation/emotion had
decreased. Coverage of history, methods, introductory material,
biological bases, learning, memory, and personality remained about
the same, but there was greater coverage of development, psycholo-
gical testing/intelligence, psychopathology/psychotherapy, and social
psychology.

Many veteran instructors argue that current introductory text-
books are essentially clones of each other and lack diversity. A
survey conducted among introductory psychology instructors in 1998
found uniformity within the introductory courses, that most courses
were indeed centered around the textbook, and that most text-
books included most of the same topics (Miller & Gentile, 1998).
A “typical” current textbook covers the topics of history and
approaches to psychology; research methods; elementary statistics;
development; biological psychology; sensation; perception; conscious-
ness; learning; memory; cognition and language; cognitive abilities
(intelligence); motivation and emotion; stress, health, and coping;
personality; psychological disorders; treatment of psychological
disorders; and social psychology. Not all textbooks cover the material
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in the same manner or order, but these topics have emerged as the
“core” curriculum.

However, we can also argue that textbooks are somewhat diverse.
A survey of the glossaries of 44 current introductory psychology
textbooks revealed only 14 terms common to every one of the text-
books. Indeed, they found that 93% of the total glossary terms do
not appear in even 50% of the textbooks (Griggs, Bujak-Johnson,
& Proctor, 2004). Interestingly, the core concepts come almost
exclusively from the learning and biology units.

Even back in the 1940s, psychology instructors were commenting
that:

there is one field which students usually consider both uninteresting
and unimportant and which deserves special attention—the anatom-
ical and physiological description of the nervous system and sense
organs. In these attitudes the students are supported by some of their
instructors . . . tradition is not enough to justify us in continuing to
teach a diluted, and sometimes obsolete, neural and sensory anatomy.
The time devoted to this field in the reviewer’s own course is just long
enough to refer interested students to the appropriate texts in element-
ary physiology and neurology. (Wolfle, 1942, pp. 696-697, n. 1)

This view is still prevalent. Many students today do not find biolo-
gical psychology inherently interesting, and many instructors feel
they lack sufficient background and/or interest in this area to teach
it well. Accordingly, I have included in this book many suggestions
for making biological material more interesting for students to learn
and easier for you to teach.

The organization of content in introductory psychology

Beyond deciding what topics should be presented, you will have to
decide about the sequence in which they should be taught. This
question, too, has been under discussion for many years. Harry Ruja
(1948) noted, for example, that

the problem of order of topics is how to get our students started and,
once started, how to keep them going. To accomplish this objective,
we need to exploit their readiness for a given topic at a given time
... from the practical to the theoretical, the familiar to the strange, the
concrete to the abstract, the larger context to the detail. (Ruja, 1948,
p. 201)
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When he polled the authors of introductory psychology textbooks,
Ruja found many different preferred topic sequences. He did, how-
ever identify two main themes: (a) that the order should promote
increasing student understanding (e.g., later chapters should build
on early ones); and (b) that the order should “capitalize on the
student’s current, perhaps superficial, interests in leading him on to
broader, more mature ones” (p. 200). But Ruja was also quick to
point out that these two themes may be incompatible.

You will need to think about the way that introductory psycho-
logy makes sense to you and try to find a way to teach that encour-
ages students to see psychology as a whole, rather than as discrete
units. You will need to find an organization that works for you, and
re-examine it every few years.

I have not found a textbook that “unfolds” psychology the way
I see it, so I assign chapters out of order. Many instructors, espe-
cially those who are new to teaching, see the sequence of textbook
chapters as “gospel,” and thus they teach the course in a sequence
that might not actually make the most sense to them.

I begin my own course with the history of psychology, the subfields
of psychology, and an overview of the major approaches in psycho-
logy. As an undergraduate history major, I truly believe that you
“can’t know where you are going until you know where you have
been.” Thus I emphasize that psychology is a relatively new science,
and that it has roots in philosophy. I talk about the cultural relev-
ance of psychology and the new impetus for cross-cultural studies.

I often begin by asking students these stimulus questions: “A
psychologist gets up in the morning and heads to work. Where does
she work? What does she do?” Then I use their answers to illustrate
the subfields of psychology. It also allows many students to see that
their view of psychology is narrow—many will know about clinical
psychology, but few will be aware of quantitative psychology or
engineering psychology, for example.

The second day of my course involves an emphasis on research
methods and statistics. I find that students are more sophisticated
today in terms of statistical background. Consequently, I don’t have
to spend much time defining and illustrating concepts such as mean,
median, and mode. I provide students with a general outline of
research methods. I then give examples of research questions and
ask them to decide which method would be best for that particular
question. I also provide a statistics exercise—giving statistical informa-
tion about two attractive jobs and having students justify their
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choice by explaining the statistical concepts. This encourages them
to understand the importance of a standard deviation, without having
to figure out how to compute one (which I believe is beyond the
scope of introductory psychology).

I teach the first couple of days in the same order as the textbook—
simply because most textbooks begin with an introductory chapter
covering history, subfields, and approaches. Some texts have a separate
chapter on research methods, whereas others incorporate that topic
into the introductory chapter.

Many textbooks then move into biological psychology. Although
I understand the reasoning, to start with a single cell and then progress
to social interaction, I have to agree with Buxton (1946) who com-
mented, “A course opening with the nervous system, sensation, and
perception could well strike a blow to student morale from which
it would never recover” (p. 305). This is exactly what happened
when I moved from introductory concepts straight into biological
concepts—many of my students’ eyes glazed over. So I decided
I would teach development before the biological psychology chapter.
Why development? Well, a couple of reasons. First, I really like
teaching that material—so why not start out teaching in your strong
area? Second, the material in development is “catchy” for students
and not as unfamiliar as, say, neuroanatomy. As such, students get
a relatively easy content chapter “under their belts” before they
encounter more difficult material. (Pm speaking in generalities, of
course. Some students, especially those majoring in biology, have no
difficulty with the biological psychology chapter.)

After development, I move back to a more “traditional” organization
—biological psychology, sensation, and perception. After these topics,
however, I teach the consciousness chapter. In reality, I think you
could teach the consciousness chapter in conjunction with many
different units. However, for me, it makes sense to move from the
idea of perception—of making meaning from information in the
environment—to an internal “perception” or consciousness. Talking
about the mind-brain distinction, sleeping, dreaming, hypnosis, and
psychoactive drugs fits with my outline. I also take the opportunity to
refer repeatedly to concepts in biological psychology when discussing
psychoactive drugs.

I then move on to the “cognitive unit” (learning, memory, cogni-
tion, and cognitive abilities). It is usually easy for students to see
how learning contributes to memory and how memory contributes
to thinking, which leads to cognitive abilities. Perhaps more than
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any other four chapters in your textbook, these units are easy to
integrate.

Next I teach motivation and emotion and then the chapter on
health, stress, and coping. You can integrate these chapters in many
different ways, but I like to use the topics raised in motivation,
emotion, stress, and coping to help introduce theories of personality,
which is the next unit I cover. Students often find some cohesion in
the personality, psychological disorder, and treatment of psycholo-
gical disorders units because the underlying “approaches” provide a
common unifying thread. I end my course with a discussion of social
psychology. This is a nice ending point: because we have spent most
of the course discussing individual development and differences, it’s
good to talk in a more “molar” manner about individuals interact-
ing with each other.

My ordering of topics has come from personal trial and error.
However, this book will present the topics without presuming any
particular content order. The instructor of the course should make
the decision about which material to present; and the order of pres-
entation should reflect the personal goals of the instructor and the
institution (Fuch, 2000).

Goals and course objectives in introductory psychology

In 1942, Dael Wolfle, who compiled a history of the “first course in
psychology,” gave advice to the introductory psychology teacher
that is still valid today:

The first task of the beginning instructor of elementary psychology,
and indeed, of any instructor who has not already done it, is to write
out specifically the objectives of his course—the changes which he
expects to develop in, and the benefits which he expects to be gained
by, the students. (Wolfle, 1942, p. 706)

Wolfle integrated several previous versions of goals for the intro-
ductory psychology course and came up with five:

teach facts and principles of psychology;

develop scientific method or habits of critical thought;

provide better ability in making personal adjustments;

prepare students for later courses, or interest them in psychology;
and
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e teach what psychology is and is not, or eliminate popular super-
stitions. (Wolfle, 1942, p. 687)

Twenty-five years later, Edward Walker and Wilbert McKeachie
(1967) stressed critical thinking as a goal, although they pointed out
that there was not ge