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Psychology 597.04 -- Technology, Efficiency, and Happiness

Specific Goals
1.  What contemporary issue(s) will the course address?  Does the issue have worldwide significance and illustrate global interdependence?  
Throughout the world people make choices about what technology they want to adopt into their lives.  Users of technology need to consider many possible effects of technology on the quality of their lives, including environmental effects, health effects, emotional effects, social effects, and possible cultural disruptions.   Given that there is so much technology to choose from, it is ever more important to choose wisely in the context of one's own culture. 
2.  Is the course based on a single discipline or is it interdisciplinary in design? 

This course will draw on research in psychology, ergonomics, anthropology, city planning, and cultural studies.  However, it will be taught primarily from a psychological perspective. 
3.  Capstone courses must address issues having "worldwide significance and illustrate global interdependence."  This is not addressed by arbitrarily including material from other countries or cultures in a reading list.  Integration of concepts is deemed critical and that integration must be indicated on the syllabus.

Technology is now shared in a global manner.   Furthermore, economic analysis reveals that the lifestyle of industrialized countries cannot be exported worldwide because of the intense use of resources that would be entailed and the limited supply of those resources throughout the world.  The question then becomes, which aspects of globally available technology should particular countries strive to adopt.    For example:

a.  If we examine the environmental and social effects of the automobile, was it wise for the U.S. to invest so heavily in this technology?   This question is faced by many other countries as well.     
b.  If we consider the conduct of a particular sport as having its own culture, what will happen to that culture if some new piece of equipment is introduced?  Governing bodies of various sports are faced with the problem of regulating change in order to preserve and enrich the culture of the sport.  Given Olympic and other international competitions, these questions go beyond individual countries.

c.   If we consider the widespread adoption of Power Point as a medium for presenting lecture material in educational settings and international conferences, one can ask whether this new technology has enriched peoples' learning experiences, their ability to think abstractly and creatively, and their ability to encode information from other media?
d.  The cultural disruptions that can occur with the adoption of  technology from industrialized countries into non-industrialized societies were a topic of Margaret Meade many years ago, and her writings are still very relevant.   The wide international differences in how much technology is adopted is demonstrated in a pictorial project that asked typical families from various of countries to put all of their "stuff" on display in front of their house.  The differences (e.g., Bhutan vs. U.S.A.) are striking and lead to thoughtful consideration of how complex life has become in highly industrialized societies.
4.  What features of this course will promote interaction among students from different academic backgrounds?

The students are expected to come from behavioral science, engineering, and cultural studies, so that there should be a good mix of backgrounds.  Students from different departments will form teams and write individual papers on a related topic.   They will then give a team presentation of their material to the class and respond to questions.   This experience should provide some cross-disciplinary exchange of ideas.

5.  What prerequisites will be specified for this course?  Note:  Generally speaking, the committee prefers minimal prerequisites;  in most cases prerequisites should consist of low-level courses approved for the other GEC categories.

Students in this course should have junior or senior standing.

6.  What writing or research component will be required as part of the course?  Note:  as this is intended to be a senior-level course, one should assume that all students will have complete the first and second writing skills courses and that some may have completed the third writing course.  (The panel believes this component must be at least 25% of the course grade and should be so noted on the course syllabus.)

As noted on page 2 of the syllabus, a 2-page paper will count 15% of the total grade, and a 10-page paper will count 30% of the total grade.  The 2-page paper will comment on the primary issues involved in the evaluation of one particular technology in the class syllabus.  The 10-page paper will deal with the evaluation of electronic, mechanical, and/or biological technologies, new measures or methods for evaluating or predicting the impact of technologies, or historical trends in the evolution of particular technologies.
7.  Will class size be limited to a maximum of 40 students?  If larger, are the accompanying discussion sections limited to 25 students?

Class size will be limited to 40 students.

Assessment Plan / Learning Objectives

1.  Students synthesize and apply knowledge from diverse disciplines to contemporary issues.  

The ways technology shapes the fabric of our lives involves materials from physical and biological science, engineering, city planning, psychology, cultural studies, and anthropology.   Psychology has recently been termed  a "hub" discipline because it involves the confluence of concepts from many different fields.   The ability to synthesize the material encountered during the course with knowledge from different disciplines to better understand contemporary issues is essential for this course. To that extent, the group essay will require the students to use what they have learned in the course in conjunction with knowledge they already possess.  Writing the paper will necessarily involve combining concepts from many disciplines.  
Additionally, throughout the course, it will be possible to continually monitor the extent to which the students are digesting the course material through in class discussions

Should performance on the essays and in discussions indicate that this goal is not being met for a substantial minority of students after two offerings of the course, modifications will be made as necessary.

.

2.  Students write about or conduct research on the contemporary world.

All of the assignments in this course, from exam taking, to writing, to making oral presentations will necessarily involve reviewing and evaluating research.  For example, a review of the effects of cell phone usage on driving behavior might involve field studies with actual cars and laboratory studies with simulators.   Again, should the essays indicate that this goal is not being met for a substantial minority of students after two offerings of the course, modifications will be made as necessary.
