Psychology 461: Science of Well-Being and Character Strengths
Instructor: Todd B. Kashdan, Ph.D.




Day:  T and R


Office: 2047 David King Hall





Time: 12:00-1:15 
Phone: 703-993-9486






Place: Innovation 134


Office Hours: 9am on Tuesday and Thursday




email: tkashdan@gmu.edu ; website:  http://mason.gmu.edu/~tkashdan/

Course description:  What are the components of satisfying, engaging, and meaningful living?  What are the conditions that allow people to flourish? We will try to answer these questions from two perspectives. We will look primarily at the latest research on happiness, virtue, and personal growth. We will also look at philosophical and literary approaches to some of the great truths and insights into the mind and spirit. 
THE SCIENTIFIC APPROACH: The application of science to questions regarding well-being and character strengths carries with it the implicit assumption that these areas of human functioning can be studied objectively. Social scientists adopt an attitude of open-minded skepticism, tempered by an appreciation for the research methods used to collect empirical data. We are going to discuss several challenging topics, including definitions and theoretical models of happiness, the nature of love and creativity, personal growth through adversity, the value of spirituality and religiosity, etc.  To get the most from this class, you will have to balance the personal beliefs you have already acquired and the willingness to be open and experiment with new approaches, ideas, and experiences.  
Course Requirements: About 20% of the grade will be based on your level of involvement with and contribution to class.  You are expected to attend every lecture and be an active participant in class discussions.  You will be asked to write a number of papers, none of them ordinary research papers. These will include: 1) Several short papers after doing positive psychological activities (worth 40% of your grade) and 3) A substantial final paper: Working to improve yourself, and proving evidence (worth 40% of your final grade).  You will receive details about each assignment. 

Assigned Readings and Lectures:  To get the most out of the lectures and succeed in this course, it is imperative that you complete the assigned readings. To succeed in this course, it is critically important you attend lectures.  You are expected to come to class having already read the assigned material and be prepared to make comments, raise questions, and offer opinions on the comments and questions of others.  Quantity is far less important than quality.  A large portion of class time is devoted to discussion.
Listserv:  All students should join the class listserv to obtain course related information and participate in dialogue about the course and relevant topics. See the website: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/gmupp/ .  You should receive regular emails and not the digest feature.  Have emails sent to the account you check most regularly.  To join: send e-mail to: gmupp@yahoogroups.com 
Exams:  The best way to learn in this class is to actively work with course material as opposed to memorizing information for the sole reason of passing an exam.  Thus, I have little inclination to have formal exams.  However, I reserve the right to employ either unannounced evaluations of your knowledge of the readings or to require brief position papers in which you summarize and react to the readings for a particular class period or topic.  If there is an unannounced evaluation, there will be no makeup exams.  If there are prominent extenuating circumstances, discuss this with me during my office hours.  
Extra Credit Assignment:  You will have several opportunities to participate in research being conducted in the psychology department.  These opportunities can provide extra points on final grades. 
Grades:  Your grade will be determined by your performance on all of the above, although improvement over the semester and class attendance and participation will help determine borderline cases.  

DEMONSTRATED MASTERY GRADING SYSTEM: Extra credit assignments and quality of participation will be looked at favorably when there are questions concerning whether grades adequately reflect a student's knowledge of the material, or when an average falls just below a grade cut-off. Please be aware that this can only work in your favor.  This process was created as a consequence of watching many of my students and colleagues over the years perform poorly on tests despite class engagement, general mastery of material, and intense efforts above and beyond requirements. Do not ask me for preferential treatment. Deserving individuals will be acknowledged.

The grading scale is as follows (I reserve the right to make it less stringent if necessary): 

A  =  93-100; 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 =  60-66; F = less than 60

Additional Course Policies

Students with Special Concerns
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.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office.
Statement of Academic Integrity
In accordance with University guidelines, I will take vigorous action against students who engage in cheating, misrepresentation, or other dishonest practices.  Penalties for students found guilty of academic dishonesty will be determined on a case by case basis, in accordance with university guidelines. If you have any concerns about matters of academic dishonesty please see me immediately.
Readings: Articles will be available on the class listserv webpage (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/gmupp/) under “Files” or through the GMU library.  To obtain articles, go to e-journals at GMU (the articles below are available as PDF files in the electronic library at GMU) and write in the title of the journal article (e.g., Journal of Personality), find the article, and download the PDF file.  In addition, you should buy the following at the campus bookstore, Amazon.com, or wherever you buy books on the web: 
1) Compton, W.C. (2005).  An introduction to positive psychology.  Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth
2) Seligman, M.E.P., & Csiksentmihalyi, M. (2000).  Positive Psychology [Special Issue].  American Psychologist, 55 (1).

8/30) C1: Orientation
Class:  “strengths” introductions and discussion of class and syllabus.  
Do:  Take the VIA Signature Strengths Survey and print out your profile.  The questionnaire can be completed after you register at the following website:  www.authentichappiness.com

Class:  assign exercise for next class
9/1) C2: Introduction to Positive Psychology (PP)
Read: 

1.  Compton, W.C. (2004). Chapter 1
2.  Seligman, M.E.P., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive psychology: An introduction. American Psychologist, 55, 5-14.
3.  Gable, S., & Haidt, J. (2005). Positive Psychology. Review of General Psychology, 9, 103-110. 
Do:  Write a brief interpretation of strengths profile (~2 pages), with special attention to your signature strengths (top five).  Discuss what it means, the level of accuracy, how you use them in your life, and perhaps you may want to discuss your weaknesses, etc.
Class:  1. Discuss results of strengths profile.  2.  Assign exercise for next class
9/6) C3: Positive Psychology and Self-Improvement
Read: 
1.  Epictetus, Manual for living.  As you read the main text, mark it up heavily. Underline anything that seems to you to be a piece of psychological insight or useful advice. [print abbreviated version from the web]
2.  Aarts, H., & Dijksterhuis, A. (2000). Habits as knowledge structures: Automaticity in goal directed behavior. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78, 53-63.
Do: Imagine your ideal self. Write overview of your own self-improvement plan (see final project handout for how it will be applied this semester).  
Class:  Take-home exercise TBA
9/8) C4: Positive Emotions
Read:  

1.  Fredrickson, B.L. (2001). The role of positive emotions in positive psychology: The broaden-and-

build theory of positive emotions. American Psychologist, 56, 218-226.

2.  Fredrickson, B.L., Tugade, M.M., Waugh, C.E., & Larkin, G.R. (2003). What good are positive 

emotions in crises?: A prospective study of resilience and emotions following the terrorist attacks on the 

United States in September 11, 2001. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 365-376.

3.  Tugade, M.M., Fredrickson, B.L., Barrett, L.F.  (2004). Psychological resilience and positive emotional 
granularity: Examining the benefits of positive emotions on coping and health.  Journal of Personality, 72, 1161-
1190.

Do:  TBA
Class:  assign exercise for next class
9/13) C5: Flow and optimal experiences
Read:  

1.  Massimini, F., & Fave, A.D. (2000). Individual development in a bio-cultural perspective. American Psychologist, 55, 24-34.

2.  Compton, W.C. (2004).  Chapter 4
Do:  use signature strengths in the pursuit of flow.  Write up your experiences (before, during, and after)….including factors that you think worked to enable or inhibit the experience of flow.
9/15) C6: Additional coverage of positive emotions and flow…

No readings

Class:  what is the optimal psychological state?  What about individual differences in the quantity, quality, and enabling and inhibiting factors?  We will critically discuss and examine the constructs, theories, and data from last few classes.  Assign exercise for next class
9/20) C7:  Happiness: what is it, how do we measure it, what causes it?
Read:  

1.  Buss, D.M. (2000). The evolution of happiness. American Psychologist, 55, 15-23.

2.  Diener, E. (2000).  Subjective well-being: The science of happiness and a proposal for a national index. American Psychologist, 55, 34-43.
3.  Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1999). If we are so rich, why aren’t we happy? American Psychologist, 54, 821-827.
4.  Compton, W.C. (2004).  Chapter 3
Do:  take measures of subjective well-being on http://www.authentichappiness.org/Questionnaires.html (you should have registered when you completed the strengths survey).  Examine your scores in comparison to people of your sex, age, region of the country, etc.  Write a description on your current level of happiness and the factors you believe are influencing it.  
9/22) C8: Happiness II –Why Are Some People Happier Than Others?
1.  Myers, D.G. (2000).  The funds, friends, and faith of happy people. American Psychologist, 55, 56-67.

2. Lyubomirsky, S. (2001). Why are some people happier than others?: The role of cognitive and 

motivational processes in well-being. American Psychologist, 56, 239-249.
3.  Diener, E., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Very happy people. Psychological Science, 13, 80 - 83.

Class:  1. discuss thoughts on the assessment of happiness.  2.  assign exercise for next class
9/27) C9: Benefits of Happiness
Read:
1.  Danner, D.D., Snowdon, D.A., & Friesen, W.V. (2001). Positive emotions in early life and 

longevity: Findings from the nun study. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 804-813.

2.  Harker, L., & Keltner, D. (2001). Expressions of positive emotions in women’s college yearbook 

pictures and their relationship to personality and life outcomes across adulthood. Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology, 80, 112-124.
Do:  philanthropy vs. pleasure exercise.  Write up experiences.
9/29) C10:  Increasing Happiness
Read:
1.  Lyubomirsky, S., Sheldon, K. M., & Schkade, D. (2005). Pursuing happiness: The architecture of sustainable 

change. Review of General Psychology, 9, 111-131.
2.  Compton, W. C. (2004). Chapter 9
Class:  1. discuss last assignment.  2.  assign exercise options for next class (TBA)
10/4) C11:  Calming the mind, meditation, drugs, and other methods…
Read:
1.  Davidson, R.J., Kabat-Zinn, J., et al. (2003). Alterations in brain and immune function produced by mindfulness meditation. Psychosomatic Medicine, 65, 564-570
2.  Turkington, C. & Kaplan, E., “All about antidepressants”, downloaded from Webmd.com
Do:  selected behavior change exercise.  Write up experiences (1-2 pages; include copy of letter or plan).    
Class: 
1.  discuss behavior change exercises.
2.  assign meditation/yoga/mindfulness exercise (due 10/13)

a. spend at least 40 minutes on websites about meditation, e.g., www.shinzen.com or www.mkzc.org/beginzen.html  or www.how-to-meditate.org.  Read about meditation/mindfulness techniques. 

b. Meditate for at least 15 minutes, three days in a row.  

c. Attend a free yoga class.  
d. Keep a log of attempts to be mindful during 2 everyday activities per day for at least one week (besides meditation practice) and daily mood.    
e. Write-up about what happened
10/6) C12:  Mindfulness and experiential acceptance
Read:

1.  Brown, K.W., Ryan, R.M. (2003). The benefits of being present: Mindfulness and its role in 

psychological well-being. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 822-848.
2.  Bishop, S.R. et al. (2004). Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition. Clinical Psychology: 

Science and Practice, 11, 230-242.
Do:  continue with meditation/yoga/mindfulness exercise
10/11) NO CLASS FOR COLUMBUS DAY…..ENJOY

10/13) C13:  Growth by spirituality, awe, and beauty
Read:
1.  Keltner, D., & Haidt, J. (2003). Approaching awe, a moral, spiritual, and aesthetic emotion. Cognition and Emotion, 17, 297-314.
2.  Compton, W. C. (2004). Chapter 10
Do:  meditation/yoga/mindfulness exercises.  Write up experiences (1-3 pages).  Bring in log.  
Class:  1. discuss responses to meditation/yoga/mindfulness.  2.  discuss other avenues of growth (e.g., music, great works of art and literature, elevation).  3.  assign exercise for next class

10/18) C14: Love and social support: Why we need others to flourish 

Read:
1.  Taylor, S.E., Klein, L.C., Lewis, B.P., Gruenewald, T.L., Gurung, R.A., & Updegraff, J.A. (2000). Biobehavioral responses to stress in females: Tend-and-befriend, not fight-or-flight. Psychological Review, 107, 411-429.

2.  Ryff, C.D., & Singer, B. (2000).  Interpersonal flourishing: A positive health agenda for the new millennium.  Personality and Social Psychology Review, 4, 30-44.
3.  Compton, W. C. (2004). Chapter 5
Do: Watch two movies: 1) Before Sunset, and then see the sequel 2) Before Sunrise.  Due on 10/20: 1) Write about the first time you fell in love (autobiographical memory) and 2) how it relates to your thoughts and experiences with love in the present, and theory and research on love.  

Class:  assign exercise for next class
10/20) C15:  Love and social support (continued)

No readings

Do:  two writing exercises on love.
Class:  assign exercise for next class     
10/25) C16:  Developing a taxonomy of character strengths

Optional Reading:
1.  read about the development of this taxonomy, download the document:  http://www.positivepsychology.org/viamanualintro.pdf 
Do:  Based on the signature strengths you discovered in your personal profile (VIA Signature Strengths Survey), use one of these strengths in a new and different way every day for one week.  Monitor your daily experiences and the impact on your mood.  Write-up about what happened.
Class:  Take-home exercise TBA
10/27) C17:  Strengths- Gratitude

Read:
1.  McCullough, M.E., Emmons, R.A., & Tsang, J. (2002).  The grateful disposition: A conceptual and empirical topography.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82, 112-127.

2.  McCullough, M.E., Kilpatrick, S., Emmons, R.A., & Larson, D. (2001). Is gratitude a moral affect? Psychological Bulletin, 127, 249-266. 
DO:  TBA
11/1) C18: Strengths- Humor
Read:

1.  Ruch, W. (2004).  Humor. In C. Peterson and M.E.P. Seligman, (Ed.), Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and classification (pp. XX-XX). Washington, DC: APA.
11/3) C19: Strengths- Curiosity and Intrinsic Motivation
Read:

1.  Kashdan, T.B. (2004).  Curiosity. In C. Peterson and M.E.P. Seligman, (Ed.), Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and classification (pp. 125-141). Washington, DC: APA.
Class:  assign exercise for next class    
11/8) C20: Strengths- Curiosity and Intrinsic Motivation II
Read:

1.  Kashdan, T.B., & Fincham, F.D. (2004). Facilitating curiosity: A social and self-regulatory perspective for scientifically based interventions.  In P.A. Linley & S. Joseph, (Ed.), Positive psychology in practice (pp. 482-503).  New Jersey: Wiley.    

2.  Ryan, R.M., & Deci, E.L. (2000).  Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being.  American Psychologist, 55, 68-78.
DO:  do something novel, complex, and uncertain.  Select three activities, one in each of the following domains: epistemic, sensory, and social.…and write about experiences.
11/10) C21: Strengths- Creativity 
Read:
1.  Compton, W. C. (2004). Chapter 7
Class:  Take-home exercise TBA
11/15) C22: Strengths- Hope and Optimism I  
Read:
1.  Peterson, C. (2000). The future of optimism. American Psychologist, 55, 44-55.

2.  Scheier, M. F., & Carver, C. S. (1993). On the power of positive thinking: The benefits of

being optimistic. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 2, 26-30. 
Do:  TBA
11/17) C23: Strengths- Hope and Optimism II
Read:
1.  Snyder, C. R. (2002). Hope theory: Rainbows of the mind. Psychological Inquiry, 13, 249-275.
Class:  assign exercise for next class    
11/22) C24: Meaning in life--the presence and search
Read:  TBA
Do:  Watch movie: After Life (1998 Japanese film….consider finding or buying it online ahead of time).  Based on the concept underlying the movie, write about the memory you would choose….and why.  
11/24) NO CLASS---ENJOY THE BREAK
11/29) C25:  Adversity and trauma---growth and resilience 
Read:
1.  Bonanno, G. A. (2004).  Loss, trauma, and human resilience:  Have we underestimated the human 
capacity to thrive after extremely aversive events.  American Psychologist, 59, 20-28.
2.  Keltner, D., & Bonanno, G.A. (1997).  A study of laughter and dissociation:  Distinct correlates of 
laughter and smiling in bereavement.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 687-702.
3. go to www.greatfailure.com, look around, and read the “commencement speech”

Do:  TBA--movies about overcoming adversity? Admiration project? One door opens? Write out how you have grown from setbacks? Write your GMU narrative and make sense of your time here?
12/1) C26: Class presentations.  How have you changed?  No Reading; Student reports on final projects.
12/6) C27:  Continuation of class presentations.  No Reading; Student reports on final projects.
12/8) C28:  Continuation of class presentations.  No Reading; Student reports on final projects.
Final paper due on 12/9!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
