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Foreword

C. James Goodwin

Western Carolina University

There is no special reason that the October 2007 Best Practices conference titled

‘‘Beginnings and Endings’’ should have reminded me of my doctoral disserta-

tion, completed long ago during a time of disco, bad hair, and Watergate. But it

did. I spent a year and slogged through five different experiments teasing out

the effects of practice on the ‘‘serial position effect of free recall,’’ surprising no

onewith the results. It did eventually get published (you could look it up!), but it

had no effect on the subsequent history of memory research. Of course,

everyone knows the important message of the serial position effect—begin-

nings and endings, even in single-trial free recall, matter. The Best Practices

conference on how we start and end the psychology major drove this ‘‘it

matters’’ point home. If you missed the conference, or if you went but the

effects of time have taken their inevitable toll on your memory, this book will

either show you or remind you of the importance of how we start our young

students on the road to being a successful psychology major and how we help

them finish the journey (I initially just wrote ‘‘polish them off at the end,’’ but

aside from the issue of a mixed metaphor, it somehow sounded dire).

Beginnings

It used to be that everyone who wound up being a psychology major started

the process by taking a general psychology course. That is still true in many
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places and the recruitment function of Psych 100 always will be an important

way in which we attract bright students and convince them that psychology is

for them. Having taught the course since disco days, my best rewards have not

come from that rare student who actually understood negative reinforcement.

Rather, it was during those occasional times when a bright biology major took

my course and decided to switch to psychology.

In recent years, however, a movement has developed among psychology

departments to go beyond hoping that the introductory course would suffi-

ciently introduce students to the psychology major. Instead, thoughtful tea-

chers and departments have taken a more proactive approach and either

developed specific programs or courses for introducing the student to the

psychology major or more finely tuned the department’s existing efforts

(e.g., the nature of early advising of majors and potential majors). One goal

is to never again have to figure out what to say to those seniors who wander

into our office in March of their senior year and, looking puzzled, ask, ‘‘So

what’s this about graduate school?’’

The intent of these ‘‘beginnings’’ efforts is clearly metacognitive—it is to

make psychology majors more consciously aware of a number of things:

1. what they are getting themselves into ! yes this is a science,

you’ll be taking stat and methods, graduate schools are more

likely to require these courses than any other ones in the

psychology curriculum, get used to it.

2. typical misconceptions ! just because everyone likes to tell you

their problems and thinks you’re a ‘‘good listener’’ does not mean

you’ll get into a clinical graduate program and become the next

Dr. Phil (one Dr. Phil is plenty, thanks).

3. the advantages of being a psychologymajor, even if theywon’t be

going to graduate school (which, of course, is true of the vast

majority of psychmajors)! this major includes all the advantages

of a strong liberal arts degree, plus you’ll be able to evaluate

empirical data better than your English major buddy.

4. how best to plan for their immediate futures as a psychology

major for the next 3 or 4 years! don’t wait for senior year to take

stat and methods; they are the foundation for all else, and by

taking them early, you will have a better chance of becoming

involved in some professor’s research (and get yourself free rides

to neat conferences).
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5. how best to plan for their distant futures, perhaps as a

professional psychologist of one type or another ! there are

dozens of fascinating things for psychologists to do besides

psychotherapy.

So beginnings are important, and psychology departments are increasingly

taking deliberate steps to get students off to a good start. The conference was,

and this book is, full of good ideas about how to accomplish what an old

memory researcher would think of as a primacy effect.

Endings

The manner by which we end the education of our psychology majors matters

just as much as how we start them out. In fact, maybe ‘‘recency’’ matters even

more (in free recall, recency is always greater than primacy, but only for

practiced subjects—my dissertation again!—you could look it up!). For our

psychology majors, from these final experiences with us, we launch them into

the world of work or into graduate school. Endings are usually conceived of by

psychology departments as ‘‘capstone’’ courses. The term invokes a construc-

tion metaphor, the ‘‘finishing stone’’ of some building, according to my online

dictionary. Capstone courses have a longer history than specialty courses (i.e.,

non-intro psych) designed to begin the major. They are diverse, and their

variety—from a senior seminar on contemporary issues in psychology, to a

history of psychology course, to an independent research project—was well

represented at the conference and is reflected nicely in the chapters in this

book. The form of the course matters less than the fact that one exists in a

psychology curriculum. The presence of a capstonemeans that the department

has given some thought to the question of how to achieve closure in the

curriculum.

I believe you will find this book extremely useful. If you are in a depart-

ment that does not do much to start their students on the metacognitive path to

success as a psychology major or/and doesn’t have a clear idea about how the

curriculum ought to conclude, I am confident you will find ideas in here that

will help strengthen your program. If you are already doing things at both the

start and end of your curriculum, the book will give you some food for thought

about how to improve those efforts. Beginnings (primacy) and endings

(recency) matter. You could look it up!
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Preface

We and our authors cover two timely and interconnected issues in psychology

pedagogy in this book: What are the most effective ways to introduce the

psychology major to undergraduates? Four years—and many psychology

courses—later, what are the most effective practices for helping students

apply their disciplinary knowledge in capstone experiences and post-graduate

life? Providing the right beginnings and endings in psychology education is

increasingly a concern for teachers, department chairs, program directors, and

even deans. Orientation courses and capstone courses are now routine topics in

conference and listserv discussions. Further, both courses have become increas-

ingly important as sources for gathering pre- and post-course work assessment

data for demonstrating degree learning outcomes (e.g., Halpern, 2004).

Psychology teachers (and their students) benefit from innovative and

effective strategies for starting off the major. The strategies found in this book

will help educators examine issues related to teaching the introductory course

or a careers course and develop a psychology-specific orientation program.

Currently, the books available on this topic are written for a student, which is

laudable, except that these books provide little guidance for teachers who are

interested in developing a course or courses that familiarize students with

opportunities that open up to them by majoring in psychology (e.g., Kuther,

2005; Landrum & Davis, 2006; Sternberg, 2007).
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What about advice on how best to design courses for bringing closure to

themajor? Such courses include capstone experiences designed to fit the needs

of a department, its pedagogical philosophy, or even the educational agenda

of the larger institution wherein the department resides. Senior seminars,

research-intensive experiences (for solo students or research teams), the his-

tory and systems course, or courses designed around applied/internship

experiences fit here, too. In addition, many psychology programs are also

focusing on the capstone course both as a culminating experience and as a

primary venue for gathering assessment data on student achievement of

learning outcomes. Despite the aforementioned interest in the topic, there

are no books that address these issues in contemporary terms, and only a

few articles do so (Ault & Multhaup, 2003; Gibson, Kahn, & Mathie, 1994;

Sullivan & Thomas, 2007; Weis, 2004; Zechmeister & Reich, 1994).

We believe that our book fills these two resource voids quite well. We

recruited well-regarded teachers of psychology with expertise in course devel-

opment for both the beginnings and the endings in the psychology major.

These authors approached their task with a practical purpose, writing chapters

containing guidance, clear examples, and concrete suggestions for improving

the teaching and learning activities at the start and finish of the psychology

major. We are happy to report that our authors also made serious efforts to

connect their teaching and pedagogy ideas to assessment initiatives, as is now

routinely advocated in psychology education (e.g., Dunn, Mehrotra, &

Halonen, 2004; Halonen et al., 2003; see also Dunn, McCarthy, Baker,

Halonen, & Hill, 2007).

Our book has several outstanding features that will make it appealing for

teachers of psychology. Chapters in this book discuss a variety of timely issues

concerning the best way to begin and end a student’s education in psychology

at the undergraduate level, including

• Orientation and advising. The chapters offer thoughtful guidance

regarding ways to help students becomes acclimated to the

psychology major via advising and orientation courses.

• Mentoring relationships. We present ways to foster close ties

between students and faculty at the start of college so that student

learning about psychology can be deep and directed rather than

superficial and haphazard.

• Developmentally appropriate practices. The writers discuss

application of developmental knowledge (i.e., first-year students
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are qualitatively different from sophomores, sophomores from

juniors) to course design and pedagogical practice as important.

• Learning communities. We discuss the use of learning

communities as a means to introduce psychology to interested

students and potential majors.

• Active learning exercises. We provide effective practices and

strategies for helping students become engaged by the discipline

both in and outside the classroom.

• Capstone opportunities and issues. We present capstone

experiences in psychology that reflect departmental philosophies,

take into account resources, and play to teacher strengths.

• Alternative capstone experiences. Some authors introduce

innovations to make stand-alone courses (e.g., history of

psychology) or particular student experiences (e.g., participating

in a research team, writing an honors thesis, doing a field project)

fulfill the roles and needs of the capstone course.

• Planning endings in the major. We identify the advantages and

common pitfalls associated with creating a final course experience

in the curriculum.

• Assessment. Several chapters place emphasis on considering,

collecting, and using assessable information when developing

courses for the start and finish of students’ education in

psychology.

• Future employment. The chapters offer readers concrete advice on

counseling psychology graduates about how to usewhat they have

learned in course work in the workplace.

• Scientific reasoning across the major. A closing chapter

encourages use of a rubric for scientific reasoning to improve

beginning and ending experiences in the psychology major.

Who will benefit most from reading and using the strategies presented in

this book? Our primary audience consists of college-level psychology teachers,

department chairs or heads, and other psychology program administrators; this

group wants to fine-tune its efforts at orienting students to their institution by

helping themplan for their futures after graduation 4 years later (or after 2 years

in the case of community colleges). This book will also draw colleagues who

are interested in using pedagogically sound designs for capstone experiences

and who want to assist students in understanding the interconnections of their
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course work; it will also attract those who want to assess student learning

outcomes in the psychology major. High school teachers of psychology may

find the ideas and issues presented in the book helpful when it comes to

rethinking and redesigning aspects of their courses. We imagine some teachers

in related social science disciplines, for example, in sociology, may also be

interested in the book.

We believe that the ideas in this book will provide the basis for innovation

in psychology departments in higher education. The suggestions that readers

will see in this volume reflect the work of individuals and departments in the

forefront of emerging ideas in the teaching of psychology. By following the

guidance provided here, readers can benefit from the successes of psychology

teachers across the country and use the information to guide the development

of their own programs. As such, students everywhere will benefit from the zeal

and commitment of the psychology teachers who help them begin and end

their undergraduate psychology education.
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1 Undergraduate Education in Psychology

All’s Well That Begins and Ends Well

Dana S. Dunn, Bernard C. Beins, Maureen A. McCarthy, and G. William Hill, IV

One of the editors of this volume recalls his first day at college. After

moving into his dormitory and seeing his parents off, he wandered

about the campus with his roommate. Shortly thereafter he experienced a

nagging epiphany: He realized he had no idea where anything was on the

campus and that he knew precious little about the university. He had accepted

the offer of admission virtually sight unseen, deciding to matriculate there

without having much sense of the institution’s layout or physical plant, let

alone its curriculum. Although he knew the school’s reputation was quite

good, what did he really know about the university before arriving? Had he

made the right choice? What was he going to study as a first-year student? Was

psychology the right major? If he pursued psychology (and he did), what lay

ahead in the future? His experience, the soul-searching and the questions, is by

no means unique.

Psychology is a popular major. Yet even after they declare a major, many

students feel similarly adrift. Indeed, for many students, deciding to major in

psychology is only half the battle. In the short term, they wonder what their

choice will mean in terms of course selection: Are statistics and research

methods really necessary? If I want to work with people, why does psychology

demand so much research and writing? Across the next 3 or so years, they

wonder how their choice of major will shape their future lives. Is graduate
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school necessary? What sorts of careers can and do psychology majors pursue?

Will all of the discipline-related tools and skills be transferable from course and

campus to office and field? These are important questions, and students

need—deserve—helpful, educationally sound answers sooner rather than

later.

For their part, psychology faculty members take their teaching responsi-

bilities very seriously and they want to present the discipline as providing a

wide variety of opportunities for interested and motivated majors. Yet psy-

chology teachers often focus on presenting their specialty area in the context of

one class (e.g., cognitive psychology, social psychology, industrial/organiza-

tional psychology) or a cluster of courses they regularly teach (e.g., infancy,

childhood, adolescence). Unless they have an administrative role as a depart-

ment chair or program director, they are less likely to consider the ‘‘big picture’’

of being a psychology major that students face. A key aspect of this big picture

is creating coherence between beginnings and endings, that is, both the early

work in the major and the critical last courses (Dunn et al., 2010). We and our

author colleagues conceived this book to provide perspective on how to help

students have a strong start in psychology as well as a balanced finish.

Why Best Practices for Beginnings and Endings in

Psychology?

We developed the concept for this book to reflect and respond to important

concerns raised by colleagues who routinely teach undergraduates: What can

be done early in the psychology major to help students learn better as they

progress through it?What can be done later in themajor, prior to graduation, so

that students have an opportunity to integrate and synthesize the discipline-

based knowledge they have acquired? We viewed these and related questions

as a call for considering developmentally appropriate activities that build upon

one another, thereby informing teaching and learning from the beginning to

the end of the psychology program. As our chapter title suggests, we believe

that a good start predicts a great educational finish.

This handbook has three main sections. The first section deals with founda-

tional issues in the psychology major, that is, ‘‘Beginnings,’’ such as helping

novice students become oriented to the psychology major and identifying the

appropriate learning outcomes that will help them to succeed. Besides such

traditional topics, newer ones, such as the advent of learning communities at
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many colleges and universities are also considered. The book’s next section,

‘‘Endings,’’ profiles various ways to properly close the learning experience in the

major, such as different conceptions of capstone courses, gaining experience on

a research team, or doing fieldwork. True closure from the college experience is

also considered by way of helping undergraduates make the transition to the

workplace. The third and final section of the book, ‘‘Coda,’’ contains one chapter

that offers a framework for helping students develop and refine their scientific

reasoning skills over the course of their careers as psychology majors. We now

consider the contents of each of these three sections in greater detail.

Beginnings

So-called millennial students pose particular challenges for higher education,

particularly where academic support and intellectual guidance are concerned.

Many faculty routinely comment on the lack of preparation they find in recent

cohorts of students. Psychology students are no different from their peers:

Somematriculate to college with a serious work ethic and concrete plans while

others struggle with the foreign demands of higher education, self-reliance,

and the pressures of planning for the future. Perhaps now more than ever,

helping students start the psychology major by providing solid support and

opportunities to seek guidance as they plan for their college years and beyond

is a good idea. In this first section of the book, our contributors provide

psychology teachers and program chairs with ideas about how best to famil-

iarize students to the discipline and their institution’s psychology curriculum.

Teaching introductory psychology is a challenge, especially now, when

both textbooks on the topic and research in the discipline continue to grow

almost exponentially. How can one course satisfy the demands of a general or

liberal education course electivewhile still providingwould-bemajors with the

information they need for upper level courses in the psychology department’s

curriculum? Michael Stoloff ( James Madison University) discusses the parti-

cular demands introductory psychology teachers face and suggests some

approaches for making the course a manageable and meaningful arena for

student learning. Developing learning objectives, organizing the course mate-

rial, and perhaps the biggest hurdle, effectively teaching first-year students, are

key issues Stoloff considers. The practical guidance he offers will help novice

and experienced teachers of this important beginning course improve the

ways they structure and teach the course.
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Introductory psychology is a foundational course, but how should psy-

chology programs coordinate other ‘‘beginning’’ and ‘‘ending’’ experiences

within the larger curriculum? A group of colleagues from Mansfield

University—Brian Loher, Karri Verno, Francis W. Craig, and Peter A. Keller—

focus on how best to integrate an orientation course and a capstone effort into

a curriculum. The reasons for doing so are really twofold: New students often

need firm guidance as they make the transition from high school to college or

university life. A solid orientation to psychology as their chosen major can set

them up for the rest of their work therein, creating realistic educational expec-

tations in the process. As their undergraduate education winds down, an

effective capstone experience can prepare them for the next phase of their

lives, whether it is a subsequent transition to graduate education or a direct

move into the world of work. As the authors suggest, the ideal circumstance is

one in which psychology faculty agree with the precepts of the courses and

plan accordingly so that orientation and capstone experiences, respectively,

share important qualities no matter who is teaching the class.

Drew Appleby (Indiana University-Purdue University, Indianapolis) also

believes that a good orientation can prepare students for the future—however,

the future he focuses on is connected to career exploration in the context of an

orientation to the psychology major course. Appleby describes an intriguing

career exploration course designed to help junior- or senior-level psychology

majors understand their choice of major, possible future careers, and them-

selves. How can such a broad set of goals be achieved in one course? Appleby

cleverly devised an exercise in which students craft a book about themselves,

their career aspirations, and the strategies they intend to use to achieve their

goals in the future. The exercise is a terrific example of self-assessment, one

that both motivates students and steers them toward thoughtful decisions

regarding post-graduate life.

Creating an ideal orientation experience for undergraduates is also a pri-

mary concern for authors Brian Loher (Mansfield University) and Eric Landrum

(Boise State University), the authors of chapter 5. Their main goal is to counter

media-based images and myths about what psychologists do by providing

accurate career information. To counter popular views, Loher and Landrum

present some classroom exercises. They also provide some savvy advice on

the administrative issues involved in launching and establishing an orientation

course for first-year students interested in becoming psychology majors.

General orientation courses are designed to provide all students with a

positive transition to the college experience. These interdisciplinary courses
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may also serve as an entry into the major. Regan Gurung (University of

Wisconsin-Green Bay) and Georjeanna Wilson-Doenges (University of

Wisconsin-Green Bay) describe a psychology-focused seminar course and

data supporting first-year programs as beneficial to student engagement.

They also offer specific recommendations for using first-year courses as an

entry point for the major.

In the early 1990s learning communities, or cohort-based course sche-

duling, gained popularity in U.S. colleges and universities. A collaborative

team, from two different schools, offer insights into their respective learning

communities as an entry point for the psychology major. Kim Buch and Sue

Spalding (University of North Carolina at Charlotte) describe a discipline-

based, psychology learning community (PLC) and they provide data that

offer support for retaining students. Kenneth Barron and Jeffery Andre

( James Madison University) describe their residential discipline-based

learning community. Together they offer interesting perspectives on how a

learning community can serve as an entry point for the major and they suggest

that the learning community may strengthen the capstone experience.

The APA Guidelines for the Undergraduate Major in Psychology stipulate

that students graduating with a degree in psychology should possess informa-

tion literacy skills. CharlesHarris and LynnCameron ( JamesMadisonUniversity)

examine student approaches to obtaining information—specifically Wikipedia

as a reputable resource. Their curricular approach provides students with skills

for evaluating credibility of resources. They offer specific learning modules that

can easily be used to strengthen information literacy.

Eric Goederis and Stanley Cohen provide specific recommendations for

crafting an orientation to the major course. They describe the West Virginia

University course—career exploration, career information, and program

planning—as a vehicle for efficiently moving students through the major.

The WVU model serves as a blueprint for programs that use a comprehensive

psychology careers course as an entry point for the major.

Endings

Education in psychology is often like a funnel: Early academic experiences are

broad, but as a student progresses through the major, the focus narrows and

becomes more topically specialized. Should the expected outcome of an

undergraduate education in psychology be represented by one or more
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specialized courses? Isn’t such specialization best saved for graduate education

in the discipline? The consensus of many teachers is that specialization is fine as

long as the course work and skills acquired earlier in the major are brought

together in some culminating intellectual experience. This and related philo-

sophies accounts for the increasing appeal of so-called capstone courses.

Knowledge acquired in the psychology major can be integrated into a mean-

ingful academic experience in other ways besides a formal capstone course.

Several authors in this section of the book suggest competing alternatives,

including a history of psychology course, fieldwork, career courses, and

research opportunities.

Dana Dunn (Moravian College) and Maureen McCarthy (Kennesaw State

University) provide context for the endings section of this book. They provide

a rationale for the capstone experience as an essential component of the

undergraduate major in psychology. They also provide an overview of cap-

stone courses that are typically offered by departments. Ultimately, Dunn and

McCarthy provide the theoretical foundations for such a course and they

conclude with recommendations for how the capstone can be used as a

summative assessment of the major.

The history of psychology course represents one of the best ways for

psychology programs to address the clear need for capstone experiences in

the psychology major. On the other hand, the history course can also serve as a

thoughtful, rich, and organizing framework for orienting students to the dis-

cipline. Ludy T. Benjamin, Jr. (Texas A&M University) gives a brief overview of

the history course in psychology and then proceeds to offer a compelling

rationale for teaching and treating the history course as either a starting or an

ending point for undergraduate education in psychology. This course flex-

ibility means that the history of psychology class may be an ideal way for

departments to expand the intellectual rigor of their curricula while improving

the breadth and depth of student learning in the major.

Bernard Beins (Ithaca College) and Phil Wann (Missouri Western State

University) remind us that empirical research done in the context of controlled

settings is what sets psychology apart from both the humanities and many of

the other social sciences. Despite the fact that many undergraduate curricula

are predicated on the idea that psychology is a science, not all departments or

programs are able to offer students the opportunity to conduct an experimental

research project from start to finish. There are many legitimate reasons that

prevent departments from ensuring that all students perform some discipline-

related empirical work. To address this problem, Beins and Wann provide
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detailed guidance for creating research teams within courses or departments.

Besides exposing students to the rigors of psychological research, another

benefit of the team approach is that faculty members can keep their methodo-

logical skills fresh even if their careers lead them to less-research intensive

institutions.

Sherry Serdikoff (James Madison University) has documented the use of

the senior thesis as the capstone experience for students. She describes the

process that students undergo to create and complete an empirical research

project and the outcomes that follow. Further, she points out that the senior

thesis can provide information about the extent to which such a project fosters

attainment of the goals and outcomes that a department has established.

Wayne Messer and David Porter (both of Berea College) also identify the

capstone experience in their department as the culmination of the research

focus that psychologists value. Half of the student experience in their psy-

chology program involves research-based courses. As such, it seems fitting to

apply the skills developed in such courses to demonstrate the students’ profi-

ciency as empiricists. In their chapter, they outline the benefits and goals

associated with research as a capstone experience. Because offering this

experience to all majors is time- and resource-intensive, they offer suggestions

for dealing with common problems that occur in creating and conducting

research. Finally, they provide a sense of student reactions as indicated in the

undergraduates’ reflections on the capstone experience.

One of the main reasons that capstone courses are not (yet) universal

offerings is because they are by no means easy to develop or teach effectively.

Three colleagues who teach at James Madison University—Tracy Zinn, Monica

Reis-Bergan, and Suzanne Baker—adopt a tongue-in-cheek approach to the

challenge of the capstone course. By reviewing some pressure points asso-

ciated with teaching a capstone course in psychology, the three authors are

able to offer helpful and considered solutions to the common pitfalls linked to

this important course offering. Further, they counter the challenges posed by

capstones by discussing several qualities they believe will make readers want

to develop and teach this final course in the psychology major.

What are best methods for ensuring that students learn to write effectively

and well? How should writing be taught in the variety of courses found in the

typical psychology program’s curriculum? Bernard Beins (Ithaca College),

Randolph Smith (Lamar University), and Dana Dunn (Moravian College) dis-

cuss how writing assignments can vary depending upon whether a course is

pitched to a beginning, intermediate, or advanced-level student. Besides the
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