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Course Overview and Course Objectives:

This is a course in contemporary personality theory and research. This is a fascinating time to be studying personality research. After a low point in the 1960s and 1970s, the last several decades have witnessed an explosion of research on individual traits and dispositions in a number of fields within scientific psychology. A basic understanding of the research on personality traits in everyday life is central to the pursuit of knowledge in all fields within psychology, including developmental, social, evolutionary, clinical, and industrial-organizational psychology.


The research literature on individual differences as they relate to personality is vast; expecting to cover it all in one semester (or one career) is unrealistic. In this course, we will survey and discuss this literature, with an emphasis on more contemporary approaches. My primary interest is in studying personality from the trait perspective. While other approaches have been offered throughout the history of psychology (e.g., psychodynamic/psychoanalytic, behaviorist, socio-cognitive, etc.), the trait approach has proven to be the most resistant to "fadism", and is the one approach that has withstood the test of time within scientific psychology. The objectives for this class are as follows:

1) Students will become familiar with the major research questions and findings in the trait psychology literature.
2) Students will become familiar with the major types of research questions that personality psychologists investigate and the methodologies they use in examining these questions. 

3) Students will enhance their ability to appropriately evaluate psychological research findings and will develop novel insights and research questions.

4) Students will consider the role of personality (their own and others’) in “everyday life” – especially in terms of the course material.

Course Format:

            During each three-hour session, we collectively will discuss the assigned readings. One facilitator will lead each week’s discussion. The readings for each topic will provide a foundation for class discussion - but not the whole foundation. I encourage students to introduce information from other sources, as well as from research within their own fields (social, developmental, physiological, developmental, educational, industrial-organizational, etc.) as it relates to topics that we discuss.

Course Assignment and Performance Evaluation:
Your performance will be evaluated on the basis of the following items. 

1. One in-class discussion facilitation session (contributing 15% to your final grade). Each student in the course will be responsible for one in-class "facilitation session". In these sessions, the student will direct discussion on the central topics covered in the readings for the particular session. The format of the facilitation session is left largely up to the student. The student will be expected to elicit input into the discussion from other students during the session. The evaluation sheet that I will be using to assess your performance is posted on WebCT.
2. Weekly article critiques (25% of final grade). Each week you will provide a typed "critique" of the 2 research articles designated by * on the reading list. Students responsible for facilitating class discussion are exempt from writing critiques for that week. Critiques should not exceed one single-spaced page. You will be expected to provide critical insight into the article or study. This insight can take several forms. For instance, you might. . . evaluate the appropriateness of the study methodology and suggest alternative methods, hypothesize specific moderators, identify ways in which the current results are counter to those predicted by other theories. etc. These are just examples of the types of ideas you might raise. The point here is that you should be generating ideas – not just summarizing the article. Also, please refrain from exclusively commenting on “low-hanging fruit” (e.g., small sample size, used a student population, etc). You will receive a grade on a 1-5 point scale.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Extremely poor
	Poor
	Satisfactory
	Good
	Exemplary


3. 
Class participation (25% of final grade). This is not a lecture course. Students are expected to actively contribute to class discussion. Participation will be evaluated based on the extent that you are active in class discussion and contribute unique insights into the substantive issues discussed in the readings. Please remember that the quality, not quantity of your comments, is what matters.
4. 
Course project (35% of final grade). Students will work in groups of three or four to develop a testable research idea. Each group will submit a paper summarizing their planned project at the end of the semester and also will turn in the submitted HSRB submission. These materials are due to me on Monday, December 10th by 9 am.  More detail about this project is provided on the assignment handout. 
I will determine final course grades using the scale below 

	A+    98-100
	A     93-97
	A-     90-92
	B+     87-89

	B        83-86
	B-    80-82
	C+    77-79
	C      73-76

	C-      70-72
	D+   67-69
	D      63-66
	D-    60-62


Dropping/Adding the Course:

Last day to add Course: Sept. 11th; Last day to drop Course: Sept. 28th 

Honor Code Statement: 

All aspects of this course are bound by the George Mason University Honor Code which states that, “Student members of the George Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to academic work.” Any student who engages in scholastic dishonesty, inadvertently or not, will be reported directly to the Honor Committee. 
Students with Disabilities:

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me and contact the Disability Resource Center (DRC) at 703-993-2474. Please do so by the end of this week. All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office.

Course Schedule: 
	DATE
	TOPIC/EVENT

	Sept. 6th 
	Unit I: Mischel's Attack on Traits and the Responses of Personality Researchers

	Sept. 13th 
	Unit II: Personality Traits, Implicit Personality Theories, Accuracy, and Consensus

	Sept. 20th   
	Unit III: The Structure of Personality

	Sept. 27th  
	Unit IV: Personality Stability and Change

	Oct. 4th 
	Unit V: Personality and Behavioral Genetics (Part I): Twin Methodology and Genetic Influences on Traits and Attitudes

	Oct. 11th
	Personality and Behavioral Genetics (Part II): Separation of Nature and Nurture

	Oct. 18th 
	Class Discussion of Proposed Research Projects

	Oct. 25th 
	Unit VI: Temperaments, Moods, and Human Biology: Part I: Personality and the Structure of Affect

	Nov. 1st
	Temperaments, Moods, and Human Biology: Part II: Biological Links to Human Temperament

	Nov. 8th  
	Unit VII: Evolutionary Psychology and its Relation to Personality Theory

	Nov. 15th
	Unit VIII: Personality, Individual Well-Being, and Happiness (Part I)

	Nov. 29th 
	Personality, Individual Well-Being, and Happiness (Part II)

	Dec. 6th 
	Unit IX: Cultural and Group Difference Issues in Personality and Well-Being

	Dec. 13th
	Research Presentations


