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METHODS AND TECHNIQUES

Teaching Psychology’s History Through a Comparative
Analysis of Introductory Psychology Texts

David Zehr
Plymouth State College

Students in a history of psychology course participated in a class-
room exercise designed to encourage active learning while minimiz-
ing the importance of a testing–lecture format. Teams of students
received an introductory psychology text from a different decade
spanning the 1880s to 1970s. They also each received a 1990s in-
troductory psychology text. Each team assumed responsibility for
two class presentations in which they compared and contrasted the
historical text with the contemporary text. Students’ evaluations of
the exercise suggested that it facilitated their overall understanding
of the history of psychology and enhanced their abilities to analyze,
synthesize, and evaluate information pertaining to psychology’s de-
velopment as a scientific discipline.

A majority of undergraduate psychology programs offer a
course in the history of psychology (McGovern, 1992).
Many students enroll in that course with the preconceived
idea that the class will be dull and irrelevant. A common
expectation is that they will have to memorize names and
dates and that the material will have no bearing whatsoever
on their educational and professional aspirations. Having
found my own undergraduate history of psychology course
both challenging and rewarding, I am baffled by such atti-
tudes. Nonetheless, I realize that students do have these ex-
pectations and that my job is to help them discover history’s
relevance and vitality.

One thing I have learned in teaching the history of psy-
chology for 13 years is that a lecture–note taking–testing for-
mat by itself is not always an effective means of changing
students’ perceptions of the course. Lecturing has a valued
place in the classroom, but an over reliance on it promotes
passivity in students and instructor alike (Benjamin, 1991).
Testing also, of course, has merits. Too often though, many
students study course materials superficially with only the vi-
sion of an exam grade in mind. This approach may distract
them from more meaningful analysis of course information
and possible long-term retention of the material.

To make the content of the history of psychology course
more accessible and more meaningful to students I have, over
the past several years, used a variety of classroom models that
incorporate active learning strategies. The pedagogical value
of such techniques is amply documented (Mathie et al., 1993;
Wittrock, 1974). I designed the one described in this article to
build connections between psychology’s past and psychology’s
present by having students compare and contrast the content
of historical introductory texts with contemporary ones.

I drew initial inspiration from Webb (1991), who clearly
articulated the usefulness of textbook analyses for under-
standing psychology’s history. His work did not, however, de-
tail specific classroom applications of the technique.
Henderson (1995) described a textbook comparison exercise
explicitly targeted to students. Students compared texts from
several periods early in psychology’s history to discover im-
portant trends. This technique is similar in intent but di-
verged in several critical ways. First, students made direct
comparisons between historical introductory psychology
texts and contemporary introductory texts. Second, students
worked collaboratively, in teams, rather than individually.
Last, students presented their discoveries to their peers in
oral reports that also examined the social and cultural cli-
mate of the historical eras from which the texts were drawn.
This addition reinforced the notion that psychologists work
within the constraints imposed by societal needs and values
(Leahey, 1997).

Method

I divided the semester into halves. I spent the first half of
the semester reviewing psychology’s history. I lectured, per-
formed classroom demonstrations, and led discussions of
readings to provide students with a foundation for under-
standing the contents of the historical texts. Students read a
standard history of psychology text (Schultz & Schultz,
1996) as well as supplementary articles that I distributed.
They also completed weekly in-class writing assignments in
lieu of exams.

Preparation for the textbook comparison exercise, the fo-
cus of the second half of the semester, began during the first
week of class. I assigned students to 1 of 10 teams. Each team
had three or four members. To nurture and encourage the co-
operation necessary for in-class group presentations (Cooper,
1995), teams completed three writing assignments out of
class over a period of 6 weeks.

To further prepare for the second half of the semester,
each team received an introductory psychology text from a
different historical era. Texts represented each decade from
the 1880s to 1970s. Some were part of my own personal
collection of historical volumes and included James’s
(1892) Psychology: The Briefer Course, Hewett’s (1889) Ele-
ments of Psychology, and Smith and Guthrie’s (1924) Gen-



eral Psychology in Terms of Behavior. I obtained the others
from a nearby university’s library holdings. They included
Dunlap’s (1936) The Elements of Psychology and Cattell’s
(1947) General Psychology. Each team also received a copy
of one of several different contemporary introductory psy-
chology texts. I instructed teams to prepare a 2-day presen-
tation that would (a) review the general nature of
psychology in the era assigned, (b) review popular culture of
the era, (c) relate material from the first half of the course
to the historical text, (d) compare and contrast the histori-
cal and contemporary texts, and (e) convey personal reac-
tions to the historical text. I gave the teams wide latitude in
structuring their presentations, but with the admonition
that a lecture format was not desirable. Most teams took
this instruction to heart. For instance, the 1940s team de-
veloped a slide show, with accompanying soundtrack, to
present information on popular culture and world events.
The 1880s team appeared in class dressed in period garb
borrowed from the theater department and recreated a 19th
century classroom atmosphere. The topic of the day was
moral philosophy, which gave their peers a greater apprecia-
tion for studying psychology in the late 20th century.

I graded the presentations according to several criteria.
First, did a presentation make appropriate links with the
first half of the course? Here, for instance, the team that
handled James’s Psychology (1892) needed to make explicit
reference to his role in shaping the emergence of American
Functionalism. Second, how in-depth was the comparison
between the historical and the contemporary text? Did stu-
dents go beyond a mere comparison of tables of contents (as
one team thought was sufficient)? Did they note the emer-
gence of well-known principles or the waning of interest in
particular topics? Did they directly compare historical cov-
erage of a topic with contemporary coverage? Third, were
the personal reactions based on careful reflection and anal-
ysis? Did the students articulate precisely what they liked
and disliked about a particular text? Last, to what extent
were societal events and influences integrated with material
on psychology? Were events, inventions, discoveries, and
other information merely cataloged, or was such informa-
tion used to document psychology’s changing character
(e.g., the impact of the World Wars on applied issues)? I
took extensive notes on each presentation and provided
group members with a written summary of my comments
and assessment. The class presentation comprised 25% of
students’ final grade. A comprehensive final exam covered
material from both halves of the semester and thus encour-

aged students to attend carefully to information contained
in other teams’ presentations.

Evaluation

Following each team’s presentation, team members com-
pleted a project evaluation form. The first part of the form
asked students to describe their role and their contribution to
the presentation, the roles and contributions of their team-
mates, and any specific difficulties they encountered in pre-
paring for the presentation. The second half of the form
asked them to indicate their level of agreement or disagree-
ment with four items that assessed the impact of the project
on their learning. Scale values ranged from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree). The items and the mean responses
to those items appear in Table 1. A final item allowed for
open-ended comments on the model.

Discussion

Both the quantitative and qualitative assessments indi-
cated that students found the textbook comparison exercise
worthwhile, suggesting it is appropriate for enhancing stu-
dents’ perceptions of a history of psychology course. Spe-
cifically, the evaluation data showed that the exercise helped
them to understand psychology’s history and facilitated their
ability to work with the material in a manner consistent with
what is expected from active learning practices (Mathie et
al., 1993). The data also showed that a majority of students
preferred the general class structure, which included the
textbook comparison exercise, over traditional teaching
methods. Responses to the open-ended item were also consis-
tently positive. The comments included: “I had to think more
in this class than in any previous psychology class and I feel
I’m going to be leaving this class with a much better under-
standing of psychology as a whole;” “It was an interesting as-
signment. It made me think about different aspects of
psychology instead of just repeating the facts;” and “I felt I
learned more with this approach as opposed to the traditional
lectures. This class was actually fun.” Students potentially
benefit in a number of ways from such an exercise. Written
and oral expression are emphasized, as is peer collaboration,
which together aid in the development of communication
skills and interpersonal skills. These competencies are inte-
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Table 1. Student Evaluations of the Textbook Comparison Assignment

Item M SD
Agree or Strongly

Agreea

1. The presentation facilitated my overall understanding of the history of psychology. 4.39 .56 97
2. The presentation helped me develop my abilities to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate information

pertaining to the development of psychology.
4.13 .62 87

3. The presentation helped me better understand information presented in the first half of the course. 3.77 1.02 71
4. I preferred the learning methods used in this class compared with a lecture and testing format. 3.87 1.14 61

Note. Thirty one students responded. Each item was rated based on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
aGiven in percentages.



Vol. 27, No. 1, 2000 33

gral outcomes for undergraduate degrees in psychology
(Halpern, 1988). Also, critical thinking skills replace a tradi-
tional emphasis on rote memorization as a means for achiev-
ing academic success, and a lecture-only format is replaced by
a model that serves as a potent antidote to student passivity.

Implementing exercises of this nature is a challenge for
both student and instructor, and without question some re-
finements will be necessary to strengthen the model. For in-
stance, in the open-ended evaluations some students
complained that some group members did not carry their load
of the work. Adopting specific strategies to combat social
loafing would enhance perceptions of equitable workload dis-
tribution and grading. Others complained that 2-day presen-
tations were too long, which is not surprising in light of the
fact that most students had probably never before been asked
to assume so much of the responsibility for a course’s struc-
ture. The planning and effort necessary to assume full respon-
sibility for the class may also help explain why only 61% of the
students agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that
they preferred the learning methods in this class as opposed
to a lecture–testing format. Also to consider in this context is
that many students indicated they did not like making oral
presentations, and some believed that there was too much
writing in the course.

A final area on which to focus greater attention is the ease
with which students accomplished the five stated goals for
the presentations. Not surprisingly, they had little trouble re-
viewing popular culture as it pertained to the historical eras.
They found more challenging comparing and contrasting the
two texts and conveying personal reactions to the historical
text. Their difficulties perhaps stemmed from the fact that
most teams divided responsibility for various portions of the
text, making it harder for individual students to think about
the material beyond their limited perspectives. The lack of fa-
miliarity with late 19th century and early 20th century writ-
ing styles, as well as historical terminology, may also have
played some role in making these tasks more difficult than
anticipated. These problems aside, students seemed to genu-
inely enjoy taking an active role in learning about the histori-
cal foundations of their major discipline.

I also enjoyed the challenge of implementing the exercise
and believe that it taught me a lot about both the history of
psychology and the teaching process. Reading through the
historical texts deepened my understanding of psychology’s
ongoing development and enriched my appreciation for the
value of using original source materials in an undergraduate
course. Teaching the class this way also caused me to rethink
many of my attitudes regarding how best to present the mate-
rial. Having only half a semester to cover psychology’s history
forced me to put into practice the belief that one does not
have to “cover it all” to foster effective learning. As Benjamin
(1991) pointed out, it is easy and safe to merely lecture, but
my present experience shows that it is far more gratifying to

develop activities that make learning a shared responsibility
of both faculty and students.
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