2006 Faculty/Librarian Presidential Grants program


Report from Anne Murtagh



CATEGORY:  Course development – First-year seminar

First Year Seminar:  The Science of Positive Psychology

(AKA  The Sunny Side of the Street: Positive Psychology in Everyday Life)

The goals of this seminar are to 1) motivate and inspire students to write and to refine their written expression skills, 2) serve as a clear illustration of the life-enhancing value of science (and, specifically, positive psychology) and education, and 3) to encourage students to think and reflect on academic expectations at the college level, to set concrete goals, and to track their own progress in the first semester of college.

This course will provide a fun, stimulating, nurturing environment with ample opportunities for practice and feedback as they refine skills related to word usage, sentence structure, and organization. We will work on the development and refinement of thesis statements and arguments, as they assess and respond to course content by applying it to examples in their own lives. They will learn about discipline-specific writing conventions, and specifically, will write a paper in APA style.


The field of Positive Psychology is countering Psychology’s traditional focus on illness and problems by using empirical methods to explore the age-old questions of what makes for a meaningful, satisfying and productive life. Areas such as altruism, wisdom, optimism, emotional intelligence, humor, intimacy and love are receiving the attention of serious research. The result is a body of knowledge that has, I think, great potential to contribute to the lives of beginning college students.


It has been my observation in teaching students about positive psychology that the content is inherently interesting and valuable to them. Classes are lively and the discussions tend to foster a sense of community in the group. For these reasons, I think that this content area will be an ideal vehicle for a first-year seminar whose aim is to engage students in reading, thinking, and, especially, writing at a college level. I am hoping that this seminar will 1) motivate and inspire students to write and to refine their written expression skills, and 2) serve as a clear illustration of the life-enhancing value of science and education.


Most recently, I have added a new component to some of my courses, inspired by an article by James Lang in The Chronicle of Higher Education which described “The Promising Syllabus”* as one that gave students a sense of control over their own education.  According to this article, the “promising syllabus” provides information 

1) about what students will have gained, in terms of knowledge or skills, from taking 


this course  

2) about activities the student will engage in

3) initiating a 2-way conversation about what it means to get an A in this course

I have implemented these ideas in this FYS course by inviting extensive input from students on the first day about their current level of understanding of the course content.  I have left the details of course content open in the first week, and asked students to raise questions and issues that they see as important in the area; I then designed the course with 
*Lang cites Ken Bain’s, What the Best College Teachers Do, as his primary source for these ideas.

that input in mind.  I was impressed with the level of energy stimulated in these class discussions. (See below for the structure that guided this first discussion.)

A side benefit that I had not anticipated from this was that I now have a fairly good general grasp of students’ current level of understanding and knowledge of the course content.  As Vygotsky might put it, I have a much better sense of the zone of proximal development of the class – which is essential information for me as I refine my preparation for these classes.  


I am including below the syllabus, the schedule of assignments, a structure for our first class discussion, a description of the goal-and-plan statements, an example of focus questions that guide students’ in the assigned reading, and the grading rubric used for Writing Assignments. 
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ASSIGNMENTS:  How you

      Goals for students in this course 

will demonstrate your progress

· students will become familiar with

10 WRITING ASSIGNMENTS,

 the new field of positive psychology, 
DAILY CLASS PARTICIPATION


and how it can be applied in everyday 

life

· students will master some essential 

PAPER (a multi-step process)

 features of college-level writing

· students will think and reflect on 

GOAL AND PLAN STATEMENTS

 academic expectations at the college 

 level, and will track their own progress

 in the first semester of college

More details on assignments:

NOTE:  Paper copies of assignments must be submitted; e-mailed assignments will not be accepted.  If submitted late, points may be deducted.

10 WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 


25 points (out of 100 total points)

After the first two introductory chapters of the Peterson textbook, we will divide our course into 10 modules (or sets of readings and activities).  For each of the 10 modules, you may choose to either: 

1)  complete the “Exercise” (either at the end of the chapter, or assigned by me) 


and write a 2-page report of how this went for you; this report should 


reflect on terms & ideas from that week’s reading;  OR


2)  summarize the important ideas from the reading, and critique it (that is,

discuss its strengths and weaknesses – is it clearly written, logical, does it 

make sense to you, does it seem important to you?).  Submit a 2-page 

report.  


These Writing Assignments should be in 12-pt. Times Roman font, double-

spaced, with 1-inch margins.  You can choose for each module or chapter, but 
5 of your Writing Assignments must be Exercise reports, and 5 must be 

summary/critiques. 

DAILY CLASS PARTICIPATION
           25 points (out of 100 total points)

Each day, I will grade you on your participation in class discussions and activities.  Being here and being on time is part of this.  I will also look for evidence that you have read the assigned reading and that you have given it some thought.  

This is a small group, and the topics will relate to our lives in many ways.  I hope that you will feel free to share your own experiences, impressions, and feelings in these discussions.  Please treat your fellow students with respect, and do not discuss personal information about them with others outside of class.  Treat them as you want to be treated.

I encourage you to consider ahead of time what you want to share, and what you do not want to share.  I certainly don’t want any student to feel pressured to share personal information that they are not comfortable sharing in class.

IF YOU MUST MISS A CLASS, be sure to hand in required assignments as soon as possible; late points may be deducted.  In the case of illness or other unavoidable circumstances, your absence can be excused if you bring me documentation (e.g., a doctor’s note). 

PAPER 
      

    

               25 points (out of 100 total points)

        There will be a number of stages involved – I will guide you through the writing of a brief college research paper.  I will give you detailed instructions for each part.  You will earn the following points for each part:




Decide on a topic


2 pts.
  
Names of 7 or 8 sources (articles)

2 pts.

Copies of the 3 articles you will be reading

3 pts.

Summaries of the 3 articles

3 pts.

Critiques of the 3 articles (strengths and weaknesses)

3 pts.

Conclusions section – what do you conclude from these 3 articles?

2 pts.

Abstract (a 1-paragraph summary of your paper)

5 pts.

Entire paper – draft 1

5 pts.

Entire paper – final draft

GOAL AND PLAN STATEMENTS

   25 points (out of 100 total points)

       You will be submitting 5 Goal and Plan Statements over the course of the semester.  I will give you detailed instructions for each.  You will be considering things like:  What are your goals this semester at BSC?
 What would you need to do to accomplish these goals?
 What can you do today or this week to begin to work on these?  At the end of the semester, you will assess your progress and make a plan for next semester. 


       These will usually be completed in class (see Schedule, below); if for some reason you must miss a class, be sure to hand this assignment in by the next class day.

Schedule of assignments

Thurs., Sept. 7
Intro. to course

Sept. 12 & 14
What is positive psychology?


FOR TUES. Read chap. 1

FOR THURS. Read chap. 2  


We will complete 1st Goal and 


Plan Statement in class.
Sept. 19 & 21 
Pleasure / positive experiences; eating / cooking; flow / passionate involvement  



FOR TUES. 9-19  Read chap 3  
FOR THURS. First WA due 






(either Exerc. P.69-72 Or Summ/crit)

Sept. 26 & 28: 
Close relationships  



FOR TUES. Read chap. 10

FOR THURS.  Names of 7 or 8 sources due


Oct. 3 & 5:
Character Strengths



FOR TUES.  Read chap.  6

FOR THURS.  WA 2 is due, ALSO  







copies of your 3 articles are due

Oct. 10 & 12:
Fine arts / Music;  entertainment



(FIND READING)


FOR THURS. WA 3 is due

Oct. 17 & 19:
Laughter;  situational optimism  



FOR TUES. read chap. 5

FOR THURS.  WA 4 is due

Oct. 24 & 26
Nature -- pets & animal interactions; weather 



FOR TUES. summaries of 3 articles are due
FOR THURS. WA 5 is due

Oct. 31 & Nov. 2:
Hobbies & accomplishments  



FOR TUES. read chap. 8

FOR THURS.  WA 6 is due





Nov. 7 & 9 :
Vacations/travel  



FOR TUES. Critiques of 3 articles are due
FOR THURS. WA 7 is due 

Nov. 14 & 16:
Religion; social involvement  & social behavior



FOR TUES. read chap. 11

FOR THURS. WA 8 is due, ALSO







Conclusions section is due

Nov. 21 & 28:
Exercise/sports 



FOR TUES. read chap. 9

FOR THURS. WA 9 is due, ALSO







Draft 1 is due

Dec. 5 & 7
Happiness  



FOR TUES. . read chap. 4

FOR THURS. WA 10 is due, ALSO







Abstract is due


Dec. 12

Summing up



FOR TUES. Draft 2 is due

Dec. 14  

Reading day (preparing for exams) -- NO CLASS

FINAL EXAM DAY  Thurs., Dec. 21, 2-4 pm (in our usual classroom)


Write 5th Goal and Plan Statement in class; discuss in small groups.  


As a class, discuss 2 or 3 things you learned about your paper topic that you 
want to remember.  Also, discuss single most valuable thing you learned in 

this class (not necessarily from me or the book–can be from each other, from 

yourself, etc.)
Structure for First day

Introductions 
– Name, Where from, Why here?  What are you thinking/hoping this will be about?  

Exercise (first part from Peterson):  
1)
Think ahead to your life as you would like it to be and how you would like to be remembered by those closest to you.  What accomplishments would they mention?  What personal qualities or strengths would they list?  In short, what is your legacy?  


(Allow 4 mins.)
2)      What makes life good?  What are the things you enjoy the most?  What motivates, inspires you?  What makes you grin?  What makes you want to dance?  When the end of your life draws near, what might you wish you had more time to do?  What do you wish you had more time for now?  


(Allow 4 mins.)

SMALL GROUPS (of  4):  Go around, each person shares 1 or 2 things from your legacy, and 1 or 2 things from your list of what makes life good.

So, What is positive psychology?  Has anyone heard about it or read about it?  What is your guess about what it is?  
ITS BEGINNINGS AS A SEMI-DISTINCT AREA OF PSYCH.

Some psychological researchers have recently pointed out that the focus of psych. has been largely negative – 


DSM open, flip through – manual of  ALL THE THINGS THAT CAN BE 
WRONG WITH PEOPLE   (EXAMPLES)

Now have we paid this much attention to what things can be right or good about 


people?   Some – but not nearly as much 


Like what if we took this manual and turned it sort of inside-out


(EXAMPLES OF THE OPPOSITE)


Then if we conducted careful scientific studies of those things, 


THAT IS PART OF WHAT POSITIVE PSYCH IS

SO, positive psych. has so far focused on things like

HAPPINESS, LIFE SATISFACTION, 


FLOW AND SATISFYING WORK 


LOVE & OTHER CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS


HUMOR AND LAUGHTER


WISDOM, INTELLIGENCE, EXCELLENCE, CREATIVITY


KINDNESS, HELPING BEHAVIOR


OTHER HUMAN STRENGTHS

All right, now I would like you to help me plan this course.

Here are the main topics from your text book:


LIST on board

Pleasure and positive experience




Happiness





Positive thinking





Character strengths





Values





Interests, abilities, and accomplishments





Wellness





Positive interpersonal relationships





Enabling institutions

Based on your own thinking and our discussion so far, are there some things missing?  Do you wish our text had a chapter on  ______?    (Allow time to think)
(If quiet, suggest – pets and pet therapy, animals;   humor & laughter;   music and arts;   relaxation & meditation;    benefits of exercise;  sex ;  nature and the outdoors )


LIST on board

I want to hear from you about which topics we should spend more time on & which ones we should spend less time on


Group:  DISCUSS & Pick any 10 from these 2 lists
Someone from group -- Write each of the 10 on a separate index card





Group discusses – how important is each one?  Together, see if you can agree.
Make a pile with most important on top and least important on bottom   (Allow 6 mins.)

Now talk about your top 3 or 4 – what are some creative ways that we might approach our study of these areas?  What might we do in class or outside of class to get us thinking and talking about this? 

Go around:  What is your top card?  (Note:  groups similar or different?)

Each group chooses one of top cards, and takes responsibility for planning something special for that area.
 – preferably, 15-30 minutes on a class day – but we can be flexible.


Try to be creative – activities, not limited to classroom.

EG, film clips, skits, activities, websites – use your imagination


I reserve the right to make final decisions about our plan, though.

Next time I will give specific schedule.
Structure for Day 2

Check in: how are you?  Go around again to each: good news? 

Discuss reading 

How is it going?  Discuss basic college survival skills + supplies that help, etc.  

(List on board.)  


First Goal and Plan Statement



 What are your goals this semester at BSC? (allow 5 minutes)




(1 or 2 broad goals – e.g., just pass, certain grades?  Make a 



team? Make friends?)




What would you need to do to accomplish this/these? (allow 5 




minutes)




(list of steps – 3 to 7, with dates that span each month; 




actions, not “get an A in midterm”)




What can you do today or this week to begin to work on these? 




(allow 5 minutes)
 



(include dates)

Later Goal and Plan Statements will be done in class at the end of each month and will follow up on their progress in achieving their goals, as well as allowing them to adjust or set new goals.  On the last day, students will do a self-assessment  – were their goals met?  What problems were encountered?  Goals for future?  Goals for next semester?
For Paper: 

I will devote parts of several classes to the specific steps involved – choosing a topic, how to access library resources, how to do an electronic search for professional journal articles, how to distinguish different types of journal articles, how to use Document Delivery, how to read, summarize and critique a chapter or article, how to write a paper in APA style. 
For class discussions of assigned readings:
I will give them focus questions to guide their reading and our in-class discussions.
Examples:

Chap. 3: 
· Discuss the difference between “raw feels” and the “higher” pleasures.

· Describe peak-end theory; how does this relate to duration neglect?
· Discuss adaptation and the hedonic treadmill.  How does this fit in with the idea that “sex is like pizza”?

· What does Fredrickson’s broaden and build theory say about the function of positive emotions in our lives?

· What is positive affectivity and how heritable is it?  Does this mean we have a permanently fixed mood?

· With regard to flow, what is the paradox that is unanswered by research so far?

Chap. 10

· What is Peterson’s 3-word summary of positive psychology?

· What is the “real importance”, according to Peterson, of the research on love by Rubin?

· Briefly describe the research of Harlow, including methods and results.

· What is equity theory, and have its predictions been supported by later research?

· Summarize Bowlby’s attachment theory.  What method did Ainsworth use to observe and study attachment?  Briefly describe what we have learned about attachment in infancy and in later life.

· What are the differences between affiliation, liking, friendship, and love?
· According to Gottman and colleagues, what makes a marriage a good one?

Grading Writing Assignments:
FYS grading rubric for Writing Assignments

___ Relates to an Exercise from end of one chapter 

___ Discusses what you did and how this Exercise went for you 

___ Applies terms & ideas from the week’s reading  

OR

___ Summarizes important ideas from the reading

___ Critiques reading 

      (strengths and weaknesses – well written, logical & well-reasoned, clear, 
important/worth remembering?)

General feedback

___ 2 pages, stapled

___ 12-pt. Times Roman, double-spaced, 1-in. margins

___ Writing is clear

___ Grammar and spelling, punctuation (all part of being clear)

___ Sufficiently detailed and substantive

___ Ideas are expressed concisely

___ Reflects thought and careful analysis

Overall Grade ______
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