
PSYC 115: Psychology As a Natural Science 
Fall 2016 Syllabus 
Tue & Fri 9:45-11AM, Mary Graydon Center 315 
 

INSTRUCTOR INFORMATION:  

• Instructor: David Jangraw, Ph.D. (pronounced “Jan Graw”) 

o Email: jangraw@american.edu (preferred method of contact) 

o Office Phone: 301-402-1342 (M-F 10am-6pm) 

o Office Hours: Asbury 224, T and F 11am-12:30pm by appointment only 

! Please make me your first point of contact for course policy questions. 

• TA: Wenyan Bi 

o Email: wb1918a@american.edu  

o Office hours: TBD 

! Please make Wenyan your first point of contact for technical & grading questions. 

• Emergency Contact: PSYC Department office (202-885-1710 or Asbury Rm. 321) 

 

COURSE INFORMATION:  

• Prerequisites: Completion of the University Mathematics Requirement, or concurrent enrollment in 

MATH-170, MATH-211, STAT-202, or STAT-203. 

• Co-requisite: PSYC-116, a laboratory for hands-on experience with the concepts of this class. 

• Course URL: blackboard.american.edu: “PSYC-115-002-2016F: Psychology as Natural Science” 

Blackboard will be used to communicate syllabus changes, assignments, and grades. Please make sure that 

Blackboard notifications are being received at your preferred email address. It is your responsibility to 

make sure they’re not being forwarded to the wrong address or identified as spam. 

• Textbook: Ciccarelli & White. Psychology, 4th edition.  

o Available at campus bookstore or online as e-book, $79 (+$20 for looseleaf version if desired) 

• Other Required Reading: V.S. Ramachandran and S. Blakeslee. Phantoms in the Brain.  

o Available from the campus bookstore or online, $13.27 (on Amazon at last check). 

• Top Hat (required): In order to receive credit for in-class quizzes, you must create a student account 

on tophat.com using your name as it appears on the class roster. Top Hat allows you to answer in-class 

questions from your phone/tablet/laptop so that the class results can be seen in real time. An account 

costs $24 for the semester. Contact the instructor or TA if cost is an issue. 

• Slack (optional): Slack is an online communications tool that will be used to share news related to class 

topics and submit things for small amounts of extra credit. It’s available online or as a free desktop or 

mobile app. A sign-up link will be sent out via Blackboard. 
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COURSE DESCRIPTION:  

This course will cover the fundamentals of psychology and the workings of the brain, from the microscopic 

(neuronal function) to the massive (human behavior and mental disorders). The first section of the course will 

build a base of knowledge about the brain: (1) how single neurons function and communicate with other cells, (2) 

how we use our senses to navigate the world, and (3) the technologies available for brain imaging at various scales. 

The second section will examine the processes that make us thinking, intelligent adults, including development, 

memory, and language acquisition. The remainder of the course will use the knowledge we have gained to frame 

the study of human behavior, with special attention to the successes and errors in decision-making that shape our 

lives. While the textbook will cover the current state of psychological science in these areas, additional materials 

will explore how new findings are produced and communicated, from scientific journals and newspapers to blogs 

and podcasts. Along the way, we will interview psychologists and neuroscientists who have first-hand experience 

with the specific conditions and techniques we cover in class.  

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 

Graduates of this class will be expected to be able to: 

1. Appreciate the breadth and diversity of the field of psychology 

2. Explain how neurons communicate with each other 

3. Identify the building blocks of brain function at various scales 

4. Recognize how the organization of the senses and brain leads to perception & illusions 

5. Evaluate the ability of various techniques and technologies to answer psychological questions 

6. Contrast the influences of genetics and environment on psychological development 

7. Explain how current understandings of learning & memory explain mistakes and forgetting 

8. Draw parallels between mental disorders and physical/chemical/biological abnormalities 

9. Better understand the influences of biological forces on decision-making 

10. Question psychological claims made in popular science 

These relate to General Education Learning Outcomes such as the following: 

o Developing problem-solving skills and utilizing the scientific method to describe, explain, and predict 

natural phenomena 

o Acquiring knowledge and analytical skills to understand a variety of perspectives and experiences 

o Systematic questioning and analysis of problems, issues, and claims 

o Analyzing the role of science in public discourse and in addressing societal problems 
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GRADING POLICIES:  

• Attendance & Participation: Attendance and participation will be assessed using in-class quiz 

questions spread throughout each lecture, which will count for part of your grade. Unexcused absences 

will count against your quiz grade for that day. At the end of the semester, the three lowest quiz grades 

for each student will be thrown out. If you must a class for any reason, please let the instructor know as 

soon as possible. Absences may be excused at the instructor’s discretion. 

• Homework: Homework assignments are due before the start of class on the dates listed and should be 

submitted electronically via Blackboard. Hand-written responses should be scanned and clearly legible. 

• Late Submissions: Late submissions should be cleared with the instructor at least 24 hours before the 

due date. For the first late assignment request, the instructor will typically grant a 3-day extension; the 

second one is unlikely to be approved. Unexcused late submissions will reduce the grade by 20% per day. 

• Makeup Exams: Those missing exams for an emergency will be allowed a makeup exam 1 week later. If 

you are an athlete or have other extracurricular commitments that will keep you from an exam, it is your 

responsibility to inform the instructor as soon as possible. 

• Grading Scale: This course considers a B to mean satisfactory performance and an A to mean 

performance above expectations. If the class median on an assignment is below 80%, the grades will be 

curved up to a median of 80%.

o A: ≥ 93 

o A-: 90-92 

o B+: 87-89 

o B: 83-86 

o B-: 80-82 

o C+: 77-79 

o C: 73-76 

o C-: 70-72 

o D+: 67-69 

o D: 63-66 

o D-: 60-62 

o F: ≤ 59

• Value of Assignments: 

o Quizzes (frequent, brief in-class questions): 15% 

o Homework (bi-weekly): 20% 

o Midterm #1 (in-class): 15% 

o Midterm #2 (in-class): 15% 

o Group Project: 10%  

o Final Exam (in-class): 25% 
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ACADEMIC INTEGRITY POLICY:  

• Academic integrity policy:  Standards of academic conduct are set forth in the University’s Academic 

Integrity Code, found in the University Catalog: http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.cfm. 

By registering for classes at AU, you are acknowledging your awareness of the Code and obligating 

yourself to become familiar with your rights and responsibilities as defined by the Code.  Violations of the 

Code will not be treated lightly, and disciplinary actions will be taken should such violations occur.  Please 

see the instructor if you have any questions about the academic violations described in the Code in 

general, or as they relate to the requirements of this course in particular. 

 

CLASS RULES:  

• Respect: Please call the instructor “Professor Jangraw” (pronounced “Jan Graw”). Always speak to your 

instructor, guest lecturers, TA, and classmates with respect. 

• Lateness: Please arrive promptly. Students arriving >5 min late risk missing graded in-class quiz 

questions. If you must arrive late, please enter quietly and minimize disruption. 

• Food & Drink: Food and drink are not allowed in the classroom. 

• Exams: No hats or hoods will be permitted during exams to lessen any temptations to cheat. 

• Cell Phones and Laptops: Laptops are allowed for note-taking purposes only in the first five rows of 

the classroom. Cell phone ringers should be set to silent. At times, smartphone browsers may be used to 

answer the instructor’s questions. Phones should only be used in class when instructed. Headphones 

should not be worn in class. If you are texting or doing anything unrelated to class on the phone or 

computer, I will ask that you leave the class for the day and you will receive a zero for the day.  

TL;DR: Pay attention to class, not your phone. 
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SUPPORT FOR AU STUDENTS:  

American University provides numerous services that help students maximize their academic success and social and 
emotional wellbeing. (this page copied from http://www.american.edu/ctrl/syllabus.cfm) 

• Academic Support and Access Center MGC 243, 202-885-3360. All students may take advantage of the 
Academic Support and Access Center (ASAC) for individual academic skills counseling, workshops, Tutoring and 
Writing Lab appointments, peer tutor referrals, and Supplemental Instruction. Additional academic support 
resources available at AU include the Bender Library, the Department of Literature's Writing Center (located in 
the Library), the Math Lab in the Department of Mathematics & Statistics, and the Center for Language 
Exploration, Acquisition, & Research (CLEAR) in Asbury Hall. A more complete list of campus-wide resources is 
available in the ASAC. 

Students with Disabilities 
If you wish to receive accommodations for a disability, please notify me with a letter from the Academic 
Support and Access Center. As accommodations are not retroactive, timely notification at the beginning of the 
semester, if possible, is strongly recommended. To register with a disability or for questions about disability 
accommodations, contact the Academic Support and Access Center at 202-885-3360 or asac@american.edu, or 
drop by ASAC in MGC 243. 

• Counseling Center MGC 214, 202-885-3500 is here to help students make the most of their university 
experience, both personally and academically. We offer individual and group counseling, urgent care, self-help 
resources, referrals to private care, as well as programming to help you gain the skills and insight needed to 
overcome adversity and thrive while you are in college. Contact the Counseling Center to make and 
appointment in person or by telephone, or visit the Counseling Center page on the AU website for additional 
information.  

• Center for Diversity & Inclusion MGC 201, 202-885-3651 is dedicated to enhancing LGBTQ, Multicultural, First 
Generation, and Women's experiences on campus and to advance AU's commitment to respecting & valuing 
diversity by serving as a resource and liaison to students, staff, and faculty on issues of equity through 
education, outreach, and advocacy.  

• OASIS: The Office of Advocacy Services for Interpersonal and Sexual Violence 202-885-7070 provides free and 
confidential advocacy services for anyone in the campus community who experiences sexual assault, dating or 
domestic violence or stalking. 
 
American University expressly prohibits any form of discriminatory harassment including sexual harassment, 
dating and domestic violence, sexual assault, and stalking. The university is and equal opportunity, affirmative 
action institution that operated in compliance with applicable laws and regulations, and does not discriminate 
on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex (including pregnancy), age, sexual orientation, 
disability, marital status, personal appearance, gender identity and expression, family responsibilities, political 
affiliation, source of income, veteran status, an individual's genetic information or any other bases under 
federal or local laws in its programs and activities. 
 
If you experience any of the above, you have the option of filing a report with the AU Department of Public 
Safety 202-885-2527 or the Office of the Dean of Students 202-885-3300 dos@american.edu. Please keep in mind 
that all faculty and staff - with exception of counselors in the Counseling Center, victim advocates in the 
Wellness Center, medical providers in the Student Health Center, and ordained clergy in the Kay Spiritual Life 
Center - who are aware of or witness this conduct are required to report this information to the university, 
regardless of the location of the incident.  

• The Writing Center First floor of Bender Library offers free, individual coaching sessions to all AU students. In 
your 45-minute session, a student writing consultant can help you address your assignments, understand the 
conventions of academic writing, and learn how to revise and edit your own work. Hours: 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. 
Monday through Thursday; 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Friday. Call 202-885-2991 to arrange a session. Meanwhile find 
handouts, information, and a weekly writer's blog at the Writing Center website and on Facebook. 

• International Student & Scholar Services, Batelle 4th Butler Pavilion, Room 410 has resources to support 
academic success and participation in campus life including academic counseling, support for second language 
learners, response to questions about visas, immigration status and employment and intercultural programs, 
clubs and other campus resources. 
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CLASS CALENDAR:  

The course covers three main sections with one (cumulative) exam after each: 

1. How the brain works and how we study it 

2. How we become thinking, intelligent adults 

3. What influences our decision-making as adults 

 

All dates and assignments are tentative and subject to change. 

“See BB” indicates that other reading, listening, and viewing may be posted on Blackboard. 

Class Date Topic Reading 
Other 

Materials 
Assignments 

1 T 8/30 Introduction   
 

 

2 F 9/2 History’s Most Unethical Experiments Ciccarelli Ch. “PIA” See BB 
Top Hat: Class Intro 

Questionnaire due 

3 T 9/6 Science of Psychology Ciccarelli Chapter 1 See BB 
 

 

4 F 9/9 Neurons and Synapses 
Ciccarelli 2.1-2.5, 

Phantoms Chapter 1 
See BB  

5 T 9/13 Brain Anatomy 
Ciccarelli 2.6-2.12, 

Phantoms Chapter 2 
See BB HW #1 due 

6 F 9/16 Visual Processing 
Ciccarelli Chapter 3, 

Phantoms Chapter 4 
See BB  

7 T 9/20 Illusions & Hallucinations Phantoms Chapter 5 See BB 
 

 

8 F 9/23 Other Sensory Processing Phantoms Chapter 3 See BB 
 

 

9 T 9/27 Brain Imaging 
 

 
See BB HW #2 due 

10 F 9/30 Brain Modeling & Decoding 
 

 
See BB  

11 T 10/4 MIDTERM #1   Covers classes 1-10 

12 F 10/7 Brain Stimulation 
Phantoms Chapter 9 

(p. 174-182) 
See BB  
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13 T 10/11 Childhood & Development 
Ciccarelli Chapter 8 

 
See BB HW #3 due 

 F 10/14 NO CLASS (FALL BREAK)    

14 T 10/18 Lifespan & Aging  See BB 
 

 

15 F 10/21 Learning Ciccarelli Chapter 5 See BB 
 

 

16 T 10/25 Memory Ciccarelli Chapter 6 See BB 
 

 

17 F 10/28 Language Ciccarelli Chapter 7 See BB HW #4 due 

18 T 11/1 Intelligence   See BB 
 

 

19 F 11/4 MIDTERM #2   Covers classes 1-18 

20 T 11/8 Sleep Ciccarelli 4.1-4.6 See BB 
 

 

21 F 11/11 Brain Chemistry & Drugs Ciccarelli 4.7-4.10 See BB Group Project Plan due 

22 T 11/15 Motivation & Emotion 
Ciccarelli Chapter 9, 

Phantoms Chapter 8 
See BB HW #5 due 

23 F 11/18 Stress & Health Ciccarelli Chapter 11 See BB 
 

 

24 T 11/22 Social Psychology Ciccarelli Chapter 12 See BB 
Group Project Progress 

Report due 

 F 11/25 NO CLASS (THANKSGVG)    

25 T 11/29 Disorders & Treatments Ciccarelli Chapter 14 See BB 
 

 

26 F 12/2 Disorders & Treatments Ciccarelli Chapter 15 See BB HW #6 due 

27 T 12/6 Decision-Making 
 

 
See BB Group Project due 

28 F 12/9 Review 
 

 
See BB  

 
12/12-

12/19 
Exam Week   Covers classes 1-28 

 


