
 Psychology 311 – Critical Issues in Psychology –Winter 2019 
 
Instructor: Edwin E. Gantt, Ph.D.   Office:  1086 KMBL    
Room:  255 SFH    Phone:  422-9785 
Email:  ed_gantt@byu.edu   Office Hours: TBD 
  
 

Please Turn Off All Electronic Devices!!! 
 

Required Texts:  Kierkegaard, S. (2000).  The essential Kierkegaard (H. V. Hong and E. H. Hong, Eds. 
and Trans.)  Princeton, NJ:  Princeton University Press. 

 
   James, W. (2000).  Pragmatism and other writings (C. Gunn, Ed.).  New York, NY:  

Penguin Books. 
 
   Merleau-Ponty, M. (2004).  Basic writings (T. Baldwin, Ed.).  London, UK:  Routledge. 
    
Additional Readings:   There MAY be additional readings required.  Such readings will be made available in 
electronic format in the Content Section of Learning Suite. 
 
Course Description:  The course is designed to be an intensive and academically demanding examination of certain 
critical conceptual issues in contemporary psychological theory and practice.  As such it is organized around three 
major undertakings:   (1) A careful consideration of the nature and role of theory and philosophy in psychology.  
Much of the course is, thus, aimed at enabling you to understand and appreciate many of the underlying 
philosophical assumptions at work in the various schools of mainstream psychological thought; (2) an increased 
understanding of and appreciation for some of the more sophisticated and influential approaches to conceptualizing 
the nature and meaning of human being that have been advanced by the discipline both historically and in more 
recent decades; and  (3) the development of the ability to think and write critically, analytically, and clearly – skills 
that are far too often missing in the writing and thinking of those in the social sciences. 
 
The goal of this course, then, is to both deepen your understanding of the conceptual foundations of the discipline of 
psychology and to help integrate what you have learned in other courses by providing you with a meaningful 
historical, philosophical, and conceptual context.  This will be done not only by articulating the many important 
philosophical and theoretical issues with which the discipline continues to struggle, but also by providing numerous 
conceptual tools for making sense of the discipline and its theoretical commitments and judging between competing 
philosophical or conceptual claims.  BE FOREWARNED!  This course is likely to be very different from others that 
you may have taken in the department.  The subject matter of this course is critical thinking about psychology as an 
intellectual enterprise, its claims, findings, and its metaphysical and moral commitments.  Thus, there will be a 
significant demand that you not only strive for a high level of intellectual sophistication and critical concern, but also 
that you be willing to suspend (for the sake of careful and probing examination) some concepts and ideas you may 
have thus far taken for granted or hold dear. 
 
Learning Outcomes:  Upon completing this course, students will be able to: 
 

• Identify and describe basic assumptions (and the implications of those assumptions) that underlie the major 
theories, methods, practices, and schools of contemporary psychology.  Measurement:  Reading Summaries 
and Short Analytical Essay assignments. 

• Identify and critically evaluate these basic assumptions in the published writings of psychologists.  
Measurement:  Reading Summaries and Short Analytical Essay assignments. 

• Compare and contrast alternative assumptions (and the implications of those assumptions) to those 
associated with the major theories, methods, practices, and schools of contemporary psychology, especially 
as they may be relevant to a Christian perspective.  Measurement:  Reading Summaries and Short 
Analytical Essay assignments. 



Course Expectations:  You will be expected to read and write extensively.  You are expected to be current in your 
reading of the required texts, in addition to any other readings that may be assigned periodically during the course of 
the semester.  To assist you in this endeavor, you will be required to write a short (1 page) summary of the argument 
at the core of each class’s assigned reading.  In addition, you will be expected to come to every class prepared to ask 
questions, critique, and discuss issues relevant to the particular reading assigned for that day’s discussion.  Further, 
you will be expected to write several short analytic essays on various topics, in which you grapple with some 
important issue in contemporary psychology at a fairly sophisticated level (see below). 
 
Finally, due to the nature of the course, it cannot be emphasized strongly enough that active and insightful 
PARTICIPATION MATTERS!!!  You must be willing to engage in spirited (civil) debate and discussion about 
difficult issues in the classroom setting in order to be as successful as possible in this course.  This means that you 
must be prepared in each class to advance your own arguments and respond to critiques, as well as carefully consider 
and critique the arguments of others (i.e., fellow students, the assigned authors, and the course instructor and TAs).  
The nature of this course is such that being merely a “spectator” is of little use to your development as a critical 
thinker.  
 
REQUIREMENTS: 
 

1. Essays:  You will be required to complete five to six (5-6) short essay assignments in this course.  These 
assignments will be limited to a MAXIMUM of 2 pages in length.  Other writing assignments MAY be 
required depending on the needs of the course and the students and will be assigned on an “as needed” 
basis.  
 
You will be graded on the quality of your writing as well as the substance because style and content 
cannot be meaningfully separated.  Excerpts may be lifted from student papers and used (anonymously 
and with permission) in class as examples as we discuss ways to improve conceptual analysis and writing 
skills.  You would be well-warned not to take these assignments lightly.  Despite the short length of these 
writing assignments, they will likely prove to be among the most difficult you will experience in your 
undergraduate career and should not be taken lightly.  They will demand a great deal of time and effort and 
attention, as well as quite likely frequent consultations with the course instructor and teaching assistants. 

 
2. Summaries:  You will be required to provide a short (1) page analytic summary of each assigned reading, 

in which you outline the essential features and structure of the argument/analysis made by the author of the 
assigned reading. Unlike the short essay assignments, these will be more outline or summative in nature.  
These short summaries are NOT, however, to be narrative accounts or prosaic expositions of the reading, 
but rather very concise and specific summations of both the key points of a given reading AND the chain of 
analysis or logic the author used in making these key points.  Bullet Point, Layered Outline, or Syllogism 
format will suffice.  The essential purpose of these reading summaries is to demonstrate to the course 
instructor that you have in fact carefully read the assigned material and striven to understand it as fully as 
possible prior to coming to class.  These short reviews will be worth 10 points each.  The total percentage 
of points possible earned on these assignments will count as equivalent in weight to that of the final paper. 

 
3. Final Exam:  The final examination will simply consist of your final paper topic and will be due at the time 

of the conclusion of the university scheduled final exam time for this class (5:30 p.m. on Monday, April 
22nd).  Late work will not be accepted – absolutely no exceptions! 

 
4. Syllabus Quiz:  There will be a quiz on the course syllabus.  All students are required to take this quiz.  

Any student not scoring at least 90% correct on this quiz will be required to retake the quiz until they 
achieve the 90% requirement.  Failure to complete this requirement by noon on January 15th, 2019 will 
result in a one-step reduction in your letter grade in the course. 
 
(It is expected that all students will be intimately familiar with the policies and provisions contained in the 
course syllabus.  Thus, any inquiries concerning matters or policies that are clearly covered in the syllabus 
will go unanswered by the course instructor and teaching assistants.  Thus, before you write your email or 
raise your hand, make sure that the question you have is not already answered in the course syllabus.  
Questions about relevant matters not covered in the course syllabus are welcome and will be cheerfully 
answered in as timely a manner as possible.) 

 



5. Reading:  It is absolutely essential that you keep current with the reading.  You will need to attend class 
regularly in order to keep current as to what if any additional assigned readings there may be each week.  
The readings in this course are quite challenging, and thus, will likely require a significant amount of time 
to digest and analyze in order to adequately understand them. It is vital that you allot yourself sufficient 
time in order to carefully work through each of the readings in a way that ensures that you have grasped the 
author’s ideas and arguments.  Often this will require you learning a significant number of new vocabulary 
terms, as well as learning how to parse out complex and lengthy sentences.  Simply scanning an assigned 
reading prior to attending class will almost certainly not be sufficient for you to understand or appreciate the 
assigned reading. 

 
6. Late Work:  You are expected to hand in all work when it is due.  For each day late, writing assignments 

will be penalized by a one grade-step reduction (e.g., “B” to “B-”) in the case of analytical essays, or 2 
points in the case of reading reviews.  If you feel that you cannot complete an assignment on time you must 
a) make arrangements with me well in advance of the due date for the assignment, and b) your excuse had 
better be very, very good – that is, (1) university excused absence or (2) verified medical necessity. 
 

7. Grade Appeal:  If you feel you have a legitimate complaint about a grade on a paper, you are encouraged 
to appeal the grade.  This requires submitting a well-reasoned and highly specific explanation of what you 
feel is the problem and why you feel that your paper deserves a different grade.  After reviewing your 
appeal, I will then re-read your entire paper. If this results in an alteration of your grade (higher or lower), 
then I will change the original grade.  Grade appeals can only be made within the one-week period 
following the return of the paper. 

 
8. Classroom Courtesy:  Please turn off your cell phones before class begins!  Using laptop computers, 

tablets, and other such electronic devices is not permitted in this class. This course is based on a vision of 
education in which students come to class informed and prepared to participate in discussion and analysis, 
as well as to share and debate ideas.  Participating in such discussion requires both careful preparation and 
careful attention.  Because electronic devices can so easily interfere with student attention, it is the general 
policy of this course that – UNLESS OTHERWISE DIRECTED – electronic devices are to be turned off 
during class time. 
 
Discourteous classroom behavior also includes:  frequently arriving late for class, talking or sleeping or 
studying other materials (including the newspaper or homework) in class, and leaving class early.  The 
Prophet Joseph Smith said:  “It is an insult to a meeting for persons to leave just before its close” 
(Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 287).  Please be courteous in your class behavior.  I reserve the 
right to lower your final grade for consistently discourteous class behavior. 

 
THE ESSAYS:  The essays that you will be required to write are to be ANALYTICAL essays.  You will be expected 
to come to grips with the topic of the essay on a fairly sophisticated level, and show by reason, argument, and careful 
analysis what might sensibly be said about the issue.  These essays are not to be simple "information dumps," 
wherein you report back to me what I reported to you in class, or what the author may have reported in your text.  
However, neither are these essays to be literary exercises in "stream of consciousness" or fictional creativity.   I am 
not particularly interested in subjective impressions, opinions and/or personal feelings.  What I am interested in is 
careful, analytical considerations of issues, with an eye to important ramifications for what it means to be a human 
being and for the discipline of psychology.   
 
As stated above, there is no defensible distinction between what you say and how you say it.  Consequently, essays 
full of mixed metaphors, grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, “purple prose,”* pseudo-intellectual jargon, 
incoherent sentences, formless paragraphs, dangling and unsupported assertions, other psychologist's opinions, and 
information reports will most definitely yield low grades. 
 
Given that you will likely not possess the appropriate critical thinking and writing skills necessary to produce quality 
work on these paper assignments early on in the course, it would be unfair to judge your overall performance in the 
course by simply averaging all of your essay grades as equally weighted. Because assessment in this course heavily 
depends on whether you have developed certain necessary skills and competencies, the essay assignments in the 
course are not equally weighted.  Rather, later papers count more significantly toward your final grade than do earlier 
papers.  Later papers are a better gauge of your mastery of the skills and concepts being taught in the course than are 
earlier ones.  However, every paper assignment should be taken very, very seriously since it is only through repeated 



and focused effort that your writing and thinking will improve. Thus, by way of caution, it is strongly suggested that 
you do not wait until later in the course to begin focusing your efforts on producing quality writing – assuming that 
because earlier assignments are not as heavily weighted they are not as important – but rather that you devote your 
best efforts to each and every writing assignment given. 
 
EXTRA CREDIT:  There is no extra credit (please do not ask).  Use the time that you would spend on doing 
extra credit to complete assigned readings and adequately prepare for the essays.  The course requirements are 
clearly stated in this syllabus.  If you remain in the class, it means that you accept these requirements.  This syllabus 
is a type of contract between the instructor and the student.  It protects you from unfair treatment (i.e., I cannot assign 
you additional material without due reason) and it protects me from unfair treatment (i.e., student wheedling and 
whining!). 
 
CONSULTATIONS:  Please do not hesitate to ask for assistance.  You are going to need help to succeed in this 
course.  If my office hours do not meet your schedule, I will gladly try to set appointments with you for other times.  
Please be aware, however, I do not usually return phone calls and email responses are likely to be brief and terse.  
The course TAs will also be available for consultation at a variety of times and are more likely to be able to spend 
more time with you in consultation. 
 
BYU Honor Code:  In keeping with the principles of the BYU Honor Code, students are expected to be honest in all 
of their academic work.  Academic honesty means, most fundamentally, that any work you present as your own must 
in fact be your own work and not that of another.  Violations of this principle may result in a failing grade in the 
course and additional disciplinary action by the university.  Students are also expected to adhere to the Dress and 
Grooming Standards.  Adherence demonstrates respect for yourself and others and ensures an effective learning and 
working environment.  It is the university's expectation, and my own expectation in class, that each student will abide 
by all Honor Code standards.  Please call the Honor Code Office at 422-2847 if you have questions about those 
standards. 
 
Preventing Sexual Discrimination and Harassment:  Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits sex 
discrimination against any participant in an educational program or activity that receives federal funds.  The act is 
intended to eliminate sex discrimination in education.  Title IX covers discrimination in programs, admissions, 
activities, and student-to-student sexual harassment.  BYU's policy against sexual harassment extends not only to 
employees of the university, but to students as well.  If you encounter unlawful sexual harassment or gender-based 
discrimination, please talk to your professor; contact the Equal Employment Office at 422-5895 or 367-5689 (24-
hours); or contact the Honor Code Office at 422-2847. 
 
Students with Disabilities:  Brigham Young University is committed to providing a working and learning 
atmosphere that reasonably accommodates qualified persons with disabilities.  If you have any disability which may 
impair your ability to complete this course successfully, please contact the Services for Students with Disabilities 
Office (422-2767).  Reasonable academic accommodations are reviewed for all students who have qualified, 
documented disabilities.  Services are coordinated with the student and instructor by the SSD Office.  If you need 
assistance or if you feel you have been unlawfully discriminated against on the basis of disability, you may seek 
resolution through established grievance policy and procedures by contacting the Equal Employment Office at 422-
5895, D-285 ASB. 
 
Academic Honesty Policy:  The first injunction of the BYU Honor Code is the call to be honest.  Students come to 
the university not only to improve their minds, gain knowledge, and develop skills that will assist them in their life's 
work, but also to build character.  President David O. McKay taught that 'character is the highest aim of education' 
(The Aims of a BYU Education, p. 6).  It is the purpose of the BYU Academic Honesty Policy to assist in fulfilling 
that aim.  BYU students should seek to be totally honest in their dealings with others.  They should complete their 
own work and be evaluated based upon that work.  They should avoid academic dishonesty and misconduct in all its 
forms, including but not limited to plagiarism, fabrication or falsification, cheating, and other academic misconduct. 
 
Plagiarism Policy:  Writing submitted for credit at BYU must consist of the student's own ideas presented in 
sentences and paragraphs of his or her own construction. The work of other writers or speakers may be included 
when appropriate (as in a research paper or book review), but such material must support the student's own work (not 
substitute for it) and must be clearly identified by appropriate introduction and punctuation and by footnoting or 
other standard referencing. 
 



Respectful Environment Policy:  “Sadly, from time to time, we do hear reports of those who are at best insensitive 
and at worst insulting in their comments to and about others. . . .  We hear derogatory and sometimes even 
defamatory comments about those with different political, athletic, or ethnic views or experiences.  Such behavior is 
completely out of place at BYU, and I enlist the aid of all to monitor carefully and, if necessary, correct any such that 
might occur here, however inadvertent or unintentional. . . .  I worry particularly about demeaning comments made 
about the career or major choices of women or men either directly or about members of the BYU community 
generally.  We must remember that personal agency is a fundamental principle and that none of us has the right or 
option to criticize the lawful choices of another.” President Cecil O. Samuelson, Annual University Conference, 
August 24, 2010 
 
 
 



Ten Reasons You Might Consider Dropping This Course: 
 
1) The reading in this course is often difficult and will usually require that you to read it two or three times in order to adequately 
master the ideas and the arguments being made.  If you typically do not take the time to do a careful reading of course material, 
you may want to consider dropping this course.  
 
2) You cannot memorize the material of this course, nor will merely “knowing” the material be sufficient.  You will need to think 
about and articulate concisely the material well in order to get a decent grade.  If you usually rely on memorizing points or 
cramming at the last minute, you may want to consider dropping the course.  
 
3) Your grade is based heavily on brief analytical essays.  If you do not take the time to write the essays well – revising and 
redrafting several times – you will not do well on these essays.  If you do not plan to make the time necessary, or do not wish to 
do the hard work necessary to improve your writing and thinking, you should probably consider dropping the course.  
 
4) The material is different from and more philosophical than most other psychology courses you may have taken.  If you do not 
wish to learn new ideas in depth and be challenged by new ways of thinking, then you should probably consider dropping the 
course.  
 
5) One central aim of this course is to help students “think through” difficult conceptual issues in a way that is ultimately faithful 
to the worldview of the Restored Gospel of Jesus Christ.  What this means is that we will often not only examine important ideas 
from a variety of viewpoints, but also evaluate the coherence and moral and intellectual consequences of those ideas from a 
position that affirms the foundational truth of the Gospel of Christ.  If you find yourself uncomfortable with such an approach, 
the you may want to consider dropping this course. 
 
6) Your grade on the papers will be lowered if you do not hand them in on time.  Late work is severely penalized.  If you tend to 
be tardy with your work, you may want to consider dropping the course. 
 
7) The material of the course is so difficult that most students find it absolutely necessary to attend class and discuss the material 
with the instructor, the TAs, and their fellow students.  (You have only to ask those who have taken the course previously to be 
assured of this.)  If you tend to miss classes, you may want to consider dropping the course.  
 
8)  It is essential to developing good critical thinking skills that you articulate your ideas “out loud,” as well as in writing.  
Therefore, it is expected that all students will actively participate in the give-and-take, debate-oriented nature of class 
discussions.  If you do not enjoy discussing (i.e., advancing, defending, and critiquing) ideas in front of others, or have a very 
“thin skin” when faced with critical analysis or feedback of your ideas, then you may want to consider dropping the course. 
 
9) This is not a class on learning how to write.  It is a class on learning how to think, how to make an argument, and how to 
evaluate an argument.  Thus, it is a class in which basic writing skills are expected.  The course TAs and I will help you to 
radically refine your existing skills, but it is assumed that you will have a fair degree of writing competency from the outset.  If 
you typically need assistance with your writing, then you may want to consider dropping this course. 
 
10)  Because it takes time and energy to complete the reading and writing assignments in this course, it is best if you are not 
carrying a very heavy course load this semester, and are not spread too thin with work and/or family related obligations.  If you 
tend to have too many demands on your time, or are poor at managing your time, then you may want to consider dropping this 
course. 
 
Reasons You Might Consider Staying: 
 
1) This course has a reputation for profoundly changing the way in which students think about and understand 
themselves, others, God, and the world.  If you genuinely desire more from your university education than simply 
jumping through a few hoops in order to secure a prize before moving on to other practical pursuits, then you may 
want to stay in this course. 
 
2) This course has a well-earned reputation for being both very challenging, time-consuming, frustrating AND 
exceptionally exhilarating, energizing, and uniquely intellectually and spiritually rewarding – primarily because of its 
difficult nature.  If you are the kind of student who thrives on facing challenging material, who enjoys wrestling with 
complex but profoundly important ideas, and who is always looking for some new mountain to climb rather than 
simply finding some way get the most by doing the least, then you may want to stay in this course. 
 


