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POSITIONS 
 
2010—Present Assistant Professor of Public Policy and Psychology    
   University of Virginia, Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy 
   University of Virginia, Department of Psychology 
 
2012 (Summer) Visiting Assistant Professor of Behavioral Science    
   University of Chicago Booth School of Business 
 
 
EDUCATION and TRAINING 
 
2010   Ph. D. Managerial and Organizational Behavior (now Behavioral Science) 

University of Chicago Booth School of Business 
   Center for Decision Research 
 
2005   Honorary Visiting Researcher 
   School of Psychology, University of Birmingham (UK) 
 
2004  B.A. Psychological and Brain Science (High Honors) 
   Dartmouth College, magna cum laude 
 
 
RESEARCH INTERESTS 
 
Motivation and Goal Pursuit, Decision Making, Social Judgment, Cooperation and Competition 
 
 
AWARDS AND HONORS 
 
Batten School Faculty Research Award (2018) 
Fellow, University of Virginia Environmental Resilience Institute (2018-19) 
Elected to the Society of Experimental Social Psychology (2017) 
Invited Speaker, The Best of UVa: A Collection of Unforgettable Lectures (2017) 
All-University Teaching Award, University of Virginia (2015) 
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PUBLICATIONS________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
* DENOTES STUDENT / POSTDOC COAUTHOR 
 
†Converse, B. A., *†Juarez, L., & *Hennecke, M. (2018). Self-control and the reasons behind our  

goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. [†equal authorship] 
 
Converse, B. A. & Dennis, P. J. (2018). The role of “prominent numbers” in open  

numerical judgment: Rushed decision makers choose from a limited set of numbers.  
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 147, 94-107. 

 
*Hennecke, M. & Converse, B. A. (2017). Next week, next month, next year: How  

perceived temporal boundaries affect initiation expectations. Social Psychological and 
Personality Science.   

 
Caruso, E. M., Burns, Z. C., & Converse, B. A. (2016). Slow motion increases perceived intent.  

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 113, 9250-9255. 
 
Converse, B. A. & *Reinhard, D. A. (2016). On rivalry and goal pursuit: Shared competitive  

history, legacy concerns, and strategy selection. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 110, 191-213.  

 
* †Maloney, E. A., †Converse, B. A., Gibbs, C. R., Levine, S. C., & Beilock, S. L. (2015). Jump-starting  

early childhood education at home: Early learning, parent motivation, and public policy. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 727-732.  [†equal authorship] 

 
Converse, B. A., Risen, J. L., & Carter, T. J. (2012). Investing in karma: When wanting promotes 

helping. Psychological Science, 23, 923-930. 
 
Converse, B. A. & Fishbach, A. (2012). Instrumentality boosts appreciation: Helpers are more 

appreciated while they are useful.  Psychological Science, 23, 560-566. 
 
Fishbach, A. & Converse, B. A. (2011). Identifying and counteracting temptations. In K. D. Vohs &  

R. F. Baumeister (Eds.), Handbook of Self-Regulation: Research, Theory, and Applications, 
2nd Edition, (pp. 244-262), Guilford. 

 
Sackett, A. M., Meyvis, T., Nelson, L. D., Converse, B. A., & Sackett, A. L. (2010).  You’re having fun 

when time flies: The hedonic consequences of subjective time progression. Psychological 
Science, 21, 111-117. 

 
Fishbach, A. & Converse, B. A. (2010). Walking the line between goals and temptations:  

Asymmetric effects of counteractive control.  In R. R. Hassin, K. Ochsner, and Y. Trope 
(Eds.).  Self Control in Society, Mind, and Brain, (pp. 289-407), Oxford University Press. 

 
Epley, N., Converse, B. A., Delbosc, A., Monteleone, G., & Cacioppo, J. T. (2009). Believers’ 

estimates of God’s beliefs are more egocentric than estimates of other people’s beliefs. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 106, 21533-21538. 

 
Converse, B. A., Lin, S., Keysar, B., & Epley, N. (2008). In the mood to get over yourself: Mood 

affects theory-of-mind use. Emotion, 8, 725-730.  
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PUBLICATIONS (CONTD.) 
 
Keysar, B., Converse, B. A., Wang, J., & Epley, N. (2008). Reciprocity is not give and take:  

Asymmetric reciprocity to positive and negative acts.  Psychological Science, 19, 1280-
1286.  

 
OTHER PUBLICATIONS 
 
Converse, B. A., & *Brody, I. (2017). Why we expect so much from ourselves ‘next year.’ 

University of Virginia Office of Engagement Liftetime Learning Blog.  
 
Converse, B. A., & *Hennecke, M. (2016). Why we think we can keep those New Year’s 

resolutions. Scientific American, Mind Guest Blog.  
 
Caruso, E. M., Burns, Z. C., & Converse, B. A. (2016, August 05). The problem with slow motion. 

The New York Times, p. SR10.  
 
Converse, B. A. (2011). How social psychology is liberating leadership from the great-person 

mold. Virginia Policy Review, V, 12-17. 
 
Converse, B. A. & Epley, N.  (2008). Egocentrism. In N. J. Salkind (Ed.), Encyclopedia of 

Educational Psychology. Sage Publications.   
 
 
MANUSCRIPTS IN PREPARATION_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Hennecke, M. & Converse, B. A. (2019). What if “trait self-control” as we know it is not the  

outcome of the process of self-control as we define it? Pulling apart the scale from the trait.  
 
Juarez, L., Converse, B. A., Koley, S., & Hennecke, M. (2019). A three-factor model of efficiency  

judgments in means selection. 
 
Reinhard, D. A., Leidner, B. & Converse, B. A. (2019). When competition becomes you: A social- 

cognitive view of intractable conflicts.  
 
Converse, B. A., Adams, G. S., Clarens, A., & Klotz, L. (2019). Designing the planet: Calling all  

psychologists to the problem of climate engineering. 
 
 
RESEARCH SUPPORT__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Co-PI (PI: Dr. Haiying Shen, Co-PIs Dr. Cameron Whitehouse, Dr. Laura Barnes): National  

Science Foundation PFI-RP: A smart building for enhancing human performance, comfort 
and health (September, 2018). $337,432. 

 
PI: University of Virginia Resilience Institute Co-Lab contest: Designing the planet: The social  

psychology of climate engineering (June, 2018). $30,000. 
 
PI: University of Virginia Bankard Fund for Political Economy: Burnout at work: Assessing the 

role of urgent goal pursuit (June, 2018). $29,038.  
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Co-I (PI: Dr. Jennifer Roe): University of Virginia Resilience Institute Co-Lab contest: A coupled 

human-natural capital lab (CoH-N) for Resilient Coastal Futures (January, 2018). $30,000.  
 
Co-PI (with Tanya Denckla Cobb, Dr. Leidy Klotz, Dr. Jennifer Roe): University of Virginia  

Resilience Institute Co-Lab contest: The RAFT Co-Lab: Landscape scale approach to 
motivating localities to take meaningful action to increase resilience (January, 2018). 
$15,000.  

 
Co-I (PI: Dr. Ines Jurcevich): Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues (SPSSI), Local-  

and State-Level Policy Work grant: Confederate memorabilia conundrum: Uniting 
communities with a legacy of injustice (September, 2017). $2,000.  

 
PI: The John Templeton Foundation: Resolving the “urgent—important” conflict to promote  

purposeful goal pursuit (April, 2013). $144,581.  
 
Co-PI (with Dr. Nicholas Epley): Time-Sharing Experiments for the Social Sciences (National 

Science Foundation Grant 009464 to Co-PIs Diana C. Mutz and Arthur Lupia).  Received 
space on data collection platform for Discomfort in disagreement with God (2008); With 
God on our side (2007).  

 
AS  FACULTY SPONSOR / SUPERVISOR 
 
Supervised Harrison Undergraduate Research Award, awarded to Ilana Brody: The impact of 

legacy concerns on environmental attitudes.  
 
Supervised National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship, awarded to Jane Tucker: 

Motivational moralization: Moralizing in the face of obstacles 
 
Supervised Swiss National Science Foundation, grant # PBZHP1-141500, awarded to Marie 

Hennecke: Thinking about others as means or goals: Social-cognitive consequences.  
 
Supervised University of Virginia College Council Research Grant, awarded to Xiaochen Sun:  

Social factors in crowd funding: How perceived warmth, trust, and gifts affect backing 
behavior. 

 
Supervised University of Virginia College of Arts and Sciences Small Research and Travel Grant,  

awarded to Brendon Cummiskey: When thank-you backfires: Expressions of gratitude and 
perceived status in cooperative groups. 

 
UNDER REVIEW 
 
Co-PI (PI: Dr. Andres Clarens): National Science Foundation (INFEWS): Perceptions about  

climate engineering and their impacts on food, energy, water systems. 
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TEACHING AND ADVISING_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INSTRUCTOR 
 
University of Virginia, Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy 
(* Hired with first cohort of dedicated faculty at then-new Batten School; helped develop 
Leadership curriculum, designed and taught series of core and elective MPP classes.) 
 Psychology for Leadership 
 Strategies and Processes of Negotiations 
 The Science of Self-Regulation and Decision Making 
 
University of Chicago Booth School of Business (Visiting Assistant Professor) 
 Strategies and Processes of Negotiation, Summer 2012  
 
(SELECTED) SYNERGISTIC INSTRUCTION, ACTIVITIES, AND ENGAGEMENT 
 
Instructor, President Obama’s Young African Leaders Initiative (YALI): The Mandela Washington  

Fellowship for Young African Leaders: Negotiating better agreements (2018, 2017, 2016, 
2015, 2014) 
 

Faculty discussant, Batten School Women in Policy session: Salary negotiations, a joint  
perspective from academic research and career services (2018) 
 

Workshop participant, UVa Center for Teaching Excellence, Controversial topics and difficult  
dialogues: Engaging students in critical conversations (2018) 
 

Faculty discussant, UVa Fireside Chat, What does it mean to be an ally?, as part of a series of  
student-led events following Charlottesville rallies on August 11th and 12th (2018)h 
 

Faculty discussant, UVa School of Architecture Center for Design and Health: Behavioral research  
dialogue, an interdisciplinary panel discussion on sustainability and behavior with faculty 
from Schools of Architecture, Engineering, and Commerce (2017) 
 

Presenter, University of Virginia Department of Psychology’s Diversifying Psychology Day, faculty  
research presentations (2017) 
 

Presenter, Women in Natural Resources: Leading Mentoring, and Connecting Conference,  
sponsored by the College of Natural Resources and Environment at Virginia Tech: 
Negotiating skills for women in natural resources (2016) 

 
Leadership training outreach: Visit to Federal Executive Institute (Charlottesville, VA) and  

Culver Academy (Culver, IN) to collaborate on developing best practices for teaching and 
research on leadership (2015) 

 
Discussant, Newark High School (NY) Distance Learning Grant: Led AP Psychology class in 

discussion of psychology, public policy, and higher education (2014) 
 

Presenter, Batten Career Workshop: Negotiating a job offer  (2014, 2012, 2011) 
 

Presenter, Newcomb Student Leaders group training, UVa: Removing barriers to motivation  
(2014) 
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(SELECTED) SYNERGISTIC INSTRUCTION, ACTIVITIES, AND ENGAGEMENT (CONTD.) 
 
Presenter, Batten School Admitted-Students Open House Recruitment: A psychological approach  

to leadership (2014) 
 

Faculty consultant, “Up to Us” group (led by Lena Shi, Batten ’14), winners of nationwide  
competition to raise awareness of federal debt, sponsored by Clinton Global Initiative 
(2014) 

 
Moderator, UVa Leadership Working Group “Big Questions in Leadership” Series, Do women  

negotiate differently than men?, Laura Kray (UC Berkeley), (2014) 
 
Moderator, UVa Leadership Working Group “Big Questions in Leadership” Series, Should leaders  

care as much about managing their own minds as managing their followers?, Jeremy 
Hunter (Claremont Graduate University), (2014) 

 
Presenter, Darden School of Business (UVa), Philosophy and Business: Business in Society (2013) 

 
Informal consulting with Batten alumni team for Deloitte Innovation Tournament on their  

winning entry, Deliberate Design: Improving Public Programs through Behavioral “Nudges” 
(2013) 

 
Presenter, Introduction to Global Studies and Leadership seminar, hosted by UVa International  

Studies Office and Office of Special Academic Programs, Out of your mind leadership 
(2012) 

 
Presenter, Batten School faculty panel on Behavioral Research in Public Policy (2012)  

 
Presenter, Batten School External Advisory Board meeting: Leadership at Batten (2012) 

 
Presenter, Psychology Department Prospective Student Recruitment Colloquium: The ‘I’ in 

‘team’: When group achievement substitutes for individual goal pursuit (2012) 
 

Presenter, Psi Chi Honor Society Induction: Finding meaning in psychology (2012) 
 
Guest presenter, Social Psychology Proseminar: Introduction to Judgment and Decision Making  

(2012, 2010) 
 
Moderator, UVa Leadership Working Group “Big Questions in Leadership” Series: Why do leaders  

behave unethically? Max Bazerman (Harvard University) and Ed Freeman (UVa), (2012) 
 
Presenter, Black Student Alliance Annual Emerging Leaders Retreat: Out of your mind leadership 

(2011) 
 

Co-organizer and moderator, Batten School “Mini-Conference on Leadership and Public Policy,”  
The New Science of Leadership: Judgment, Negotiation, and Decision Making, featuring 
Hannah Riley Bowles, Noah Goldstein, and Francesca Gino (2011) 

 
Presenter, Batten School Orientation Lecture: Psychology and leadership: Initiating change by  

removing psychological barriers (2010) 
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GRADUATE THESIS COMMITTEES 
 

Psychology: Jane Tucker (2018); Lindsay Juarez (Chair, 2017); David Reinhard (Chair, 
2017); Alex Schiller (2017); Kelly Hoffman (2016); Gena Gorlin (2015); Elizabeth Tenney 
(2011) 

 
UNDEGRADUATE THESIS COMMITTEES 
 

Psychology: Ilana Brody (Chair, 2017); Alaina Segura (Chair, 2016); Brendon Cummiskey 
(Chair, 2014); Xiaochen Sun (Chair, 2014); Mariah Sinden (2013) 

 
 
ACADEMIC PRESENTATIONS__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
CHAIRED SYMPOSIA 
 
Making an impact: Taking meaningful action on real-life goals. (March, 2018). With A. Fishbach. 

Symposium conducted at the annual meeting of the Society for Personality and Social 
Psychology, Atlanta, GA. Speakers: A. Fishbach, P. Sheeran, D. Yeager, B. A. Converse. 

 
 
Self-Regulation Pre-Conference. (February, 2014). With W. Hofmann. Pre-conference conducted 

at the annual meeting of the Society for Personality and Social Psychology, Austin, TX. 
Speakers: A. Kruglanski, E. Balcetis, J. Gross, E. Berkman, B. A. Converse, O. Ayduk, G. 
Walton. 

 
On ignorance and confusion in goal pursuit.  (October, 2010). With K. D. Vohs. Symposium 

conducted at the annual meeting of the Society of Experimental Social Psychology, 
Minneapolis, MN.  Speakers: G. M. Fitzsimons, B. A. Converse, T. Mann, A. Fishbach. 

 
CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS 
 
Converse, B. A., *Juarez, L., *Hennecke, M. (2018, March). Willful wanting: Self-control and the  

reasons behind our goals. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Society for 
Personality and Social Psychology, Atlanta, GA. 

 
*Jurcevich, I., Caruso, E. M., & Converse, B. A. (2017, October). The role of race and playback speed  

on perceptions of criminal intent. Paper presented by the first author at the annual 
meeting of the Society of Experimental Social Psychology, Boston, MA. 

 
Caruso, E. M., Burns, Z. C., & Converse, B. A. (2017, January). Slow motion increases perceived  

intent. Paper presented by the first author at the Judgment and Decision Making 
Preconference at the annual meeting of the Society for Personality and Social Pschology, 
San Antonio, TX.  

 
Caruso, E. M., Burns, Z. C., & Converse, B. A. (2016, November). Slow motion increases perceived  

intent. Paper presented by the first author at the Society for Judgment and Decision 
Making conference, Boston, MA.  
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CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS (CONTD.) 
 
Caruso, E. M., Burns, Z. C., & Converse, B. A. (2016, September). Slow motion increases perceived  

intent. In E. M. Caruso (Chair), New cues to mind perception: Inferring inner states from 
voices, faces, emotions, and time. Paper presented by the first author at the Society of 
Experimental Social Psychology, Santa Monica, CA.  

 
Caruso, E. M., Burns, Z. C., & Converse, B. A. (2016, June). Slow motion increases perceived  

intent. Paper presented by the first author at the Behavioral Decision Research in 
Management conference, Toronto, Canada. 

 
*Juarez, L. & Converse, B. A. (January, 2016). The effect of multitasking attitudes on goal  

prioritization. Paper presented in E. Berkman & M. Milyavskaya (Chairs), Self-Regulation 
Preconference. Conducted at the annual meeting of the Society of Personality and Social 
Psychology, San Diego, CA.  

 
*Hennecke, M. & Converse, B. A. (May, 2015). Seeking fresh starts: People delay the initiation of  

goal pursuit until an arbitrary “beginning.” Paper presented by the first author at the 27th 
Annual Convention of the Association for Psychological Science, NY.  

 
*Hennecke, M. & Converse, B. A. (September, 2014). A magic dwells in each beginning: Effects of  

symbolic fresh starts on motivation. Paper presented by the first author at the 49th 
Congress of the German Psychological Association, Bochum, Germany.  

 
Converse., B. A. & Reinhard, D. (February, 2014). Revved up by rivalry: Reflecting on rivals 

promotes action-oriented goal pursuit. Paper presented in B. A. Converse & W. Hofmann 
(Chairs), Self-Regulation Pre-Conference. Conducted at the annual meeting of the Society 
of Personality and Social Psychology, Austin, TX.  

 
*Hennecke, M., & Converse, B. A. (September, 2013). Getting a fresh start: The effect of new 

beginnings on motivation. Paper presented by the first author at the 15th European Social 
Cognition Network (ESCON) Transfer of Knowledge Conference, Vilnius, Lithuania. 

 
Eyal, T., Converse, B. A., Fishbach, A. (January, 2013). When “we” have succeeded, I can coast: 

Substituting group progress for individual progress. Paper presented by first author in T. 
Eyal and A. Fishbach (Chairs), Counterintuitive Consequences of Substitution in Self-
Regulation. Symposium conducted at the annual meeting of the Society of Personality and 
Social Psychology, New Orleans, LA.  

 
Converse, B. A. (August, 2011). Instrumentality boosts gratitude: Helpers are appreciated while 

they are useful. Paper presented in E. Finkel (Chair), The Effects of Social Relationships on 
Individuals’ Self-Regulation: Implications for Goal Achievement and Relationship Well-
Being. Symposium conducted at the annual meeting of the American Psychological 
Association, Washington, DC.  

 
Converse, B. A. (October, 2010). Instrumentality boosts gratitude: Helpers are appreciated while 

they are useful. Paper presented in S. Algoe (Chair), Positive Emotions in Social 
Interactions. Symposium conducted at the annual meeting of the Society of Southeastern 
Social Psychology, Charleston, SC. 
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CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS (CONTD.) 
 
Converse, B. A., Eyal, T., & Fishbach, A. (October, 2010). I relax after we succeed: Substitution of 

group achievement for individual achievement. Paper presented in B. A. Converse and K. D. 
Vohs (Chairs), On ignorance and confusion in goal pursuit. Symposium conducted at the 
annual meeting of the Society of Experimental Social Psychology, Minneapolis, MN. 

 
Converse, B. A. & Fishbach, A. (October, 2009). Don’t I owe you? The discrepancy between  

expected and experienced gratitude. Paper presented in a competitive paper session at the 
annual meeting of the Association for Consumer Research, Pittsburgh, PA. 

 
Converse, B. A., Sackett, A. M., Meyvis, T., Nelson, L. D., & Sackett, A. L. (October, 2009). You’re  

having fun when time flies: The hedonic consequences of subjective time progression. Paper 
presented by the second author in D. Faro and C. I. Tsai (Chairs), Cue Substitution: 
Inferential Processes in Judgments and Experiences of Time. Symposium conducted at 
the annual meeting of the Association for Consumer Research, Pittsburgh, PA. 

 
Converse, B. A. & Fishbach, A. (October, 2009). The function of expected and experienced gratitude  

in self regulation. Paper presented in E. J. Finkel and G. M. Fitzsimons (Chairs), Social 
relationships, automaticity, and self regulation. Symposium conducted at the annual 
meeting of the Society of Experimental Social Psychology, Portland, ME.   

 
Converse, B. A., Keysar, B., Epley, N., & Wang, J..  (November, 2008). Reciprocity is not give and  

take: Asymmetric reciprocity to positive and negative acts.  Paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the Society for Judgment and Decision Making, Chicago, IL. 

 
Converse, B. A., Epley, N., Cacioppo, J. T., & Reynolds, A. (May, 2008). With God on our side:  

Egocentric biases are stronger intuiting God’s beliefs than other humans’ beliefs. Paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the Midwestern Psychological Association, Chicago, 
IL. 

 
Converse, B. A., Lin, S., Keysar, B., & Epley, N. (May, 2007). In the mood to get over yourself:  

Incidental affect and egocentrism. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
Midwestern Psychological Association, Chicago, IL.       

 
Epley, N., & Converse, B. A. (March, 2007). Vulcan gods would have pointy ears. Paper presented  

by the first author at the annual meeting of the Social Psychologists of Chicago, Chicago, 
IL. 

 
INVITED PRESENTATIONS 
 
Designing the Planet: The Social Psychology of Climate Engineering 

Poster presentation at the Commonwealth Conference for National Defense and  
Intelligence (June, 2018) 

 
Willful Wanting: Self-Control and the Reasons Behind Our Goals. 
 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (September, 2017) 
 
Willing Your Way to Purpose: Self Control and Autonomous Motivation in the Lab, Home,  

School, and Office.  
Marketing Workshop, McIntire School of Commerce, University of Virginia (March, 2017)  
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INVITED PRESENTATIONS (CONTD.) 
 
“As if This Is the Day I Will Be Remembered”: Rivalry, Legacy, and Goal Pursuit.  

University of Zurich (Switzerland; July, 2016).  
Booth Alumni Insight event, University of Chicago Booth School of Business (April, 2016).  

 
Resolving the “Urgent—Important Conflict” to Promote Purposeful Goal Pursuit  
 New Paths to Purpose Capstone Conference, University of Chicago (June, 2015) 
 New Paths to Purpose Research Network Meeting, University of Chicago (June, 2014) 
 
Rivalry and Motivation: Beyond “Mere Competition” 
 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (February 2013) 
 
Instrumentality Boosts Gratitude: Helpers are Appreciated While They are Useful.   

Paper presented in H. Mercier (Chair), Decision Making for a Social World.  Virtual 
seminar conducted by the International Cognition and Culture Institute (Institut Jean 
Nicod and London School of Economics) and the Philosophy, Politics, and Economics 
Program at the University of Pennsylvania. (March, 2011)  [link] 

 
Beyond Payback: Motivation in Social Exchange. 
 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (February, 2010) 
 University of Virginia (February, 2010) 
 
Leaders Can Initiate Change by Removing Psychological Barriers. 
 University of Virginia, Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy (Feb, 2010) 
 
ACADEMIC AND PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITIES___________________________________________________________________ 
 
EDITORIAL BOARD 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology: Attitudes and Social Cognition, 2013 – 2017 
 
AD HOC REVIEWER (JOURNALS) 
Cognition 
Current Directions in Psychological Science 
European Journal of Social Psychology 
Journal of the Association for Consumer Research 
Journal of Behavioral Decision Making 
Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 
Journal of Health Politics, Policy, and Law 
Journal of Nonverbal Behavior 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology: Attitudes and Social Cognition 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology: Personality Processes and Individual Differences 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology: Interpersonal Relations and Group Processes  
Management Science 
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 
Personality and Social Psychology Review 
Psychological Science 
Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology 
Review of General Psychology 
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Social Cognition 
Social and Personality Psychology Compass 
Social Psychological and Personality Science 
 
AD HOC REVIEWER (OTHER) 
 
Academy of Management Annual Meeting  
British Academy BA/Leverhulme Small Research Grants Program 
National Science Foundation 
United States—Israel Binational Science Foundation Research Grant 
Western Kentucky University, Center for Leadership Excellence Grant Funding Program  
 
UNIVERSITY COMMITTEE SERVICE 
 
CHAIR 
 
2017-18 Psychology Department Colloquium Committee 
 
2016-17 Chair, Batten School Faculty Search Committee, Junior Faculty in Leadership and 

Public Policy (UVa) 
 
2016-17 Chair, Batten School Postdoctoral Fellow Search Committee (UVa) 
 
2015-16 Chair, Batten School Faculty Search Committee, Academic Director of Center for 

Leadership, Simulation, and Gaming (UVa)  
 
2014 Co-chair, Batten Hour Committee (in charge of programming for a weekly, school-

wide faculty/staff/student event; UVa) 
 
2013  Co-chair, Psychology Department Colloquium Committee (UVa) 
 
 
MEMBER 
 
2018 Batten School Staff Hiring Committee, Director Undergraduate Admissions (UVa) 
 
2018 Talbot Visiting Professorship Selection Committee 
 
2018 Curriculum Integration Working Group (convened by Batten School Director of 

Academic Programs; UVa) 
 
2018  Leadership Education Working Group (convened by Batten School Dean; UVa) 
 
2018*  Batten School Executive Committee (*April—May; UVa) 
 
2018  Batten School BA and MPP Admissions Committee (UVa) 
 
2018  All-University Teaching Awards Selection Committee (UVa) 
 
2017-18 Batten School Faculty Search Committee, General Faculty Search (UVa) 
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2017  All-University Graduate Teaching Awards Committee (UVa) 
 
2017   All-University Teaching Awards Selection Committee (UVa) 
 
2015-16  Batten School Postdoctoral Fellow Search Committee (UVa) 
 
2012-14 UVa Leadership Working Group (University group convened by Batten School 

Associate Dean to survey, promote, and integrate leadership education at UVa) 
 
2012  Batten School Faculty Search Committee, Organizational Leadership (UVa) 
 
2011, 2012 Human Subjects Committee (Department of Psychology, UVa) 
 
2011  Batten School MPP Admissions Committee (UVa) 
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Psychology for Leadership (LPPL 7410, Sections 100 and 200) 
 
Professor Benjamin Converse  
Offices:  Garrett L001 (and Gilmer 228) 
 
Teaching Assistant, Aran Teeling, MPP <apt7kb@virginia.edu> 
 

Students in this course must adhere to the rules and principles required by the University of 
Virginia Honor Code.   
 

I.  Course Objectives 

We will work together in this course to pursue the following lofty goal:  If you engage with 

the material, you should be better prepared to work with other people to accomplish goals 

that you could not or would not want to accomplish alone. The course will provide a set of 

conceptual knowledge – based mainly on findings from social, cognitive, and decision-

making psychology – that should help you to understand what determines your own and 

others’ evaluations, behaviors, and decisions.  From this knowledge, we will work together in 

class and through assignments, to develop a set of tools that you can draw on in your own 

unique and complicated leadership interactions.  Ideally, when a new leadership challenge 

arises, you will be able to assess the situation like an intuitive behavioral scientist – 

identifying potential causes and generating creative and appropriate solutions.  

 

This particular course is not about theories or philosophies of leadership.  It is grounded in 

the fundamental assumption that all leaders can be more effective by understanding intra- 

and interpersonal processes. Specifically, the course should help you to engage in better 

judgment processes as an individual and as a group leader, to recognize and correct potential 

interpersonal and organizational barriers to success, to influence others, and to bring about 

positive change through your organization.   
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Psychology for Leadership – Fall 2018 – Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy 
 
II. Organization and Content 

At the most general level, this is a course about how people think and act. The premise of the 

course is that if you understand how humans think and interact, you can design situations 

that promote successful work for individuals and groups, yourself included. My goal in 

designing the course meetings is to deliver material and experiences that help you understand 

(i) how people process information and (ii) how this information-processing systematically 

influences behavior; and to facilitate productive discussions about how this will play out for 

leaders working in various contexts.  Readings and course work will help to illustrate, 

integrate, deepen, and contextualize this material.  We will also build on this knowledge 

through class discussions, cases, group exercises, and a variety of assignments to generate 

prescriptions for effective leadership in contexts that are relevant to your personal experiences 

and goals.  In the end, you should feel comfortable drawing on these tools to face common, as 

well as completely unpredictable, leadership challenges.  

 

III. Readings 

A number of articles, chapters, and books are assigned throughout the course. To save you 
unnecessary costs, I have unbundled the readings - opting not to use an expensive course 
pack. This adds a bit of complexity to obtaining all the readings but should save you money.   
 

1. Books 
You will probably want to purchase the following three books. All are on reserve at the main 
library and available for purchase at both local and online booksellers.  
   a. Robert B. Cialdini, Influence: Science and Practice, 5th ed. (Pearson Education, Inc., 2009)  
   b. Chip Heath and Dan Heath, Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others Die, 2nd ed.  

(Random House, 2008) 
   c. Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth,  

and Happiness (Yale University Press, 2008; or 2009 in paperback)  
 
2. MUST PURCHASE: Case Materials, Dispute Resolution Research Center 
We will do multiple in-class simulations that are licensed and available from DRRC. By their 
copyright rules, these must be purchased for each individual use. Thus, if you will participate 
in that class, you must purchase your own copy of the materials. Sharing is not allowed for 
these.  Instructions for purchasing will be given in class.  (FYI – This is the main place where it 
is more of a pain, but will save you money.)  
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A note about case and exercise materials: 
You may not copy, scan, or post copyrighted case materials online.  You may not even post anything about case 
materials (e.g., strategies, outcomes, or results) on a public website.  If you have questions about acceptable use 
of case materials, ask me.  This is to protect exercises from being compromised for other classes in other years 
and at other universities.   
 
3. Collab 
This is also where the savings come in. I have selected many supporting articles and chapters 
from books or publications in the UVa library system. When appropriate, I will post these on 
Collab for your use so you do not have to purchase separate rights. 
 
 
IV. Grading 

Psychology for Leadership uses an alternative grading scheme that is a modified version of 

specifications grading (or “spec grading”). This system should help you achieve the learning 

goals of the course, while giving you more control over how (and how much) you want to 

invest in the course. There are many opportunities to tailor the coursework to your own 

professional interests and goals. The system is also designed to be a better match between 

learning-goal achievement and the final letter grade than is often possible with traditional 

grading. The downside is that it appears complicated, at least at first. If you approach it 

inquisitively (hello, growth mindset!), I think you will find it to be accessible and beneficial. 

Please see the Grading System document on Collab for the details.  

 

V. Office Hours  

Converse: Tuesdays 9:30am – 1:30pm 

Faculty office hours are a great chance to seek clarification on concepts discussed in class, 

and to hold extended discussions about possible extensions of the material. Please take 

advantage of them! While I would prefer the informality of drop-in office hours, I do not 

want to waste your time waiting in the hall for me to wrap up the previous meeting. 

Therefore, I will hold office hours by appointment (via Collab).  I have worked with Kristine 

Nelson and Amanda Crombie to find office-hour times that accommodate the course 

schedules of as many students as possible, but if a course or job conflict will not allow you 

to meet with me during office hours, please reach out by email to find a time.    
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TA Meetings: In-Person Mondays 9am – 4pm  

Virtual Office-Hours (via Zoom), Thursdays 7pm – 8pm; or email to request a time 

As with faculty office hours, TA office hours are a great chance for working on concepts and 

having extended conversations. In addition, the TA can help you sort out administrative 

issues, clarify grading specifications, and plan your learning path through the course.  
 

Email curmudgeonry. I’m just going to come out and say this – every time you are about 

to send me an email, please pause and ask yourself if you could send it to the TA 

instead. If the answer is, “yes,” or even, “maybe,” please try that first. I will be in very 

close contact with the TA throughout the semester and any questions that he cannot 

answer will make their way to me very quickly.  Why am I an email curmudgeon? 

Perhaps not for the reason you would think. I am an email curmudgeon because I want 

to engage with the class and the students in more meaningful ways. If each of my MPP 

students this semester sends me about one email per month, I’m spending at least 4 

hours per week emailing you back. I would rather use that time to talk with you in office 

hours, to think about how to improve our class time, to review more of your written 

work, and to find new examples in the news. Every email that you send to the TA 

instead of me buys me a few more minutes for those things.  

Office hours … great! Email … bad!   
 

 

VI. Technology in Class 

Full immersion in the class experience (as well as effective leadership, I would argue) 

requires that you do not have your head buried in a laptop.  As for note taking, you will 

learn the material better if you take notes on paper during class and transcribe them 

later.  Therefore: Please do not use laptops, tablets, or phones in the classroom.  

I will post my lecture slides after class.  This will help you learn (relative to giving them 

to you before class).  It will diminish “curse of knowledge” (we’ll talk about this in class) 

and increase active encoding of the material.  

Please be professional in all class-related exchanges (email, message boards, etc). 
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VII. Absences 

I realize that you have many personal and professional obligations and that these may 

occasionally conflict with class time. If you must miss a class session, please report your 

absence online (see link on Collab) as far in advance as possible. There are many class 

demonstrations, sometimes with assigned roles, and surprise absences can be 

disruptive.  Please do not email me about absences – The online reporting system will 

alert me as needed. If you miss a class, I advise that you do the reading, review the notes 

that are posted online after class, and try to convince a classmate to talk to you about the 

rest. Please do not expect me to meet with you to recap the class that you missed. Of 

course, if you have specific questions about content or applications, I would be happy to 

discuss these with you in office hours as would our TA. University policies regarding 

the recording of classroom lectures and distribution of course materials are in effect.   

 

VIII. My perspective on the goals of reading in graduate study 

Graduate students may be surprised to find an array of perspectives on the goals of class 

reading from class to class and professor to professor. In this class, the lectures and 

readings rarely repeat each other. Rather, I chose the readings to go one level “up” or 

one level “down” from class lecture. The “up” readings are meant to guide you in 

extending and applying the psychological concepts to leadership interactions. Often, 

these readings apply the concepts to specific domains that are relevant to your 

leadership interactions.  Other times, they raise completely new points that are relevant 

to the unit but that we do not have time to cover in our time together. The “down” 

readings are meant to give you a deeper background in the underlying cognition, giving 

you more flexibility in the judgment situations you can reason about as a leader. You are 

responsible for this material (i.e., it is “required,” I guess), but the truth is that only a 

small portion of it will end up in exams. This is a feature, not a bug. A smart student 

could surely do well in the class without doing the reading. A wise student would not. 

That said, a wise student would also spend more time engaging with those readings that 

are most relevant to her goals and would probably read the others more lightly. You will 

undoubtedly get more out of the topics when you keep up with the readings. Some of 
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the readings tie to (and extend) the previous week’s material and some of the readings 

set up and introduce the coming week’s material.   

 

The exception to this perspective is a set of “critical readings,” that set you up to 

participate in class. For these weeks, it is essential that you study the assigned material in 

advance, so that we can work with it in class. You will get very little out of the  

discussions or activities if you have not prepared appropriately.  

 

Other than the “critical readings,” I will generally post articles on a weekly basis because 

reading ahead can sometimes spoil class demonstrations or experiences.   

 

IX. Difficult Conversations and Batten School Well-being Statement  

The content of this course often touches on complicated social and political issues. (Isn’t 

that why you’re here?) As an instructor, I will try to push you to consider many 

perspectives and positions through the lens of social and cognitive psychology. Though 

we may often confront challenging issues as a group, I hope that you will always feel 

respected in the classroom (and during associated activities). If you have any concern 

along these dimensions, please know that I encourage you to discuss these issues with 

me during office hours. I will admit that I have sometimes made mistakes myself in 

front of the classroom, sometimes in handling of student discussion and sometimes in 

my own discussion. Some of the most rewarding and valuable conversations I have had 

with students in my years at Batten have followed from these mistakes. But we will have 

no chance to learn from each other on these fronts if you do not let me know, even if 

doing so is hard. (An email directly to me would be a reasonable means to start this 

conversation – email curmudgeonry aside.) Please consider reaching out. Also, please be 

charitable in your judgment of your classmates. Let’s allow ourselves the opportunity to 

have difficult conversations. We all need practice in this now more than ever before.  

 

If, for any reason, you are feeling overwhelmed, stressed, or isolated, there are many 

individuals here who are ready and wanting to help. Both Amanda Crombie, Director of 

Academic Programs and Jill Rockwell, Assistant Dean for Student Services are available 
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to help all Batten Students. They are readily accessible during walk in hours or by 

setting up an appointment.  

 

Alternatively, there are also other University of Virginia resources available. The 

Student Health Center offers Counseling and Psychological Services for its students. Call 

434-243-5150 (or 434-972-7004 for after hours and weekend crisis assistance) to get 

started and schedule an appointment. If you prefer to speak anonymously and 

confidentially over the phone, call Madison House’s HELP Line at any hour of any day: 

434-295-8255. 

 

If you or someone you know is struggling with gender, sexual, or domestic violence, 

there are many community and University of Virginia resources available. The Office of 

the Dean of Students, Sexual Assault Resource Agency (SARA), Shelter for Help in 

Emergency (SHE), and UVA Women’s Center are ready and eager to help. 

 

X. Course Schedule 

We will use the iSyllabus feature of Collab to dynamically update, tailor, and track the 

main activities of the course. To allow some flexibility in our topics and pacing, please 

consider iSyllabus to be the course schedule of record. If you need details significantly 

in advance due to major conflicts or special events, please contact the Teaching Assistant 

to fill important gaps in your planning.   

 

 

You will notice a few special evening sessions that deviate from the assigned course 

time. These are special opportunities to collaborate across courses and/or with visiting 

speakers from inside or outside the University. We have worked hard to schedule these 

special sessions in ways that avoid conflicts, but avoiding all conflicts is surely 

impossible for this many highly engaged students. Please do your best to attend these 

special sessions, but know in advance that we will work with you to minimize your 

losses when conflicts are unavoidable. The TA can provide more information as needed. 
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As of 8/28/18 

 

 # DATE In-Class Critical Reading Assignment(s) Closing on this Date 

1 Aug 29 Order and Randomness Syllabus and Grade 
System 

 

2 Sep 5 The Power of the Situation Nummi (Keller) 1. Learning Plan 
2. Online Survey 

3 Sep 12 Everyday Hypothesis Testing  
1. CAP 1 

4 Sep 19 Decisions Under Uncertainty  
1. CAP 2 

5 Sep 26 
Flipped Class: Sticky Ideas  
(Client: Co-Director of the Center for 
Effective Lawmaking) 

Made to Stick (Heath & 
Heath) 

 

6 Oct 3 Exam    

7 Oct 10 Group Decision Making  1. Organizational Nudge Proposal 

8 Oct 17 Part 1 – Exploration Presentations  
Part 2 – Motivation  

1. CAP 3 

9 Oct 24 Diversity in Orgs (w/ Prof. Trawalter)  
1. Media Campaign (Sticky Ideas) 

 *Oct 29 Evaluating Behavioral Science: P-hacking, Reproducibility, and Scientific Practice (joint session with RMDA), 7 – 8:30pm 

10 Oct 31 Flipped Class: Influence and Action 
(meeting to last 75 minutes) Influence (Cialdini) 

1. Diversity Statement Analysis 
2. Last chance to propose Student Driven Assignment 

 *Nov 4 
*Nov 6 

Dave Nussbaum, Director of Communications Behavioral Science and Policy Association (tentatively 11/4, 5 – 6:30pm) 
Writing Workshops available by sign-up 

11 Nov 7 No Meeting  
1. CAP 4 
2. Group Decision Observation and Analysis 

12 Nov 14 Organizational Culture  
(w/ Prof. Adams)  

[*Report directly to 
Garrett, Great Hall] 

1. Exam 2 
2. Influence Campaign 

 Nov 21 No Class (Thanksgiving)  1. Learning Motivation Project 
2. Credit for Attending Converse Office Hours 

13 Nov 28 Negotiating Better Agreements Exercise Materials 
(TBA) 

1. Discussion Group Summary 
2. Research Proposal 
3. Op-Ed Package 

14 Dec 5 Presentations and Final Lecture  
1. CAP 5 
2. Public Meeting Culture Obs. and Analysis 
3. Student Driven Assignment 
4. Public Policy Participant Pool 
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Overview 
Psychology for Leadership uses an alternative grading scheme that is a modified version of 
specifications grading (or “spec grading”). The aim of this system is to help you achieve the 
learning goals of the course, while giving you more control over how (and how much) you 
want to invest in the course. There are many opportunities to tailor the coursework to your 
own professional interests and goals. The system is also designed to be a better match 
between learning-goal achievement and the final letter grade than is often possible with 
traditional grading. 
 
Letter grades are not assigned for any individual assignment. On assignments that are 
primarily conceptual (exams, concept application papers, and challenge quizzes), you earn 
stars. On assignments that are primarily practice-based (projects, presentations, activities, 
and short papers), you earn tokens. Each assignment either meets the specifications, based 
on a clear and comprehensive set of criteria, or it does not. Exams work slightly differently 
but follow the same basic principle. On exams, you can earn different numbers of stars by 
demonstrating certain levels of mastery. Final grades are determined by a combination of 
how many stars and tokens you earn over the course of the semester, as well as how many 
assignments you complete ‘with Distinction’ (details below).  
 
Table 1. Credit requirements for letter grade conversion 

 Stars Tokens Other Other 
A 7 15 All req. tokens 2 assignments with Distinction 
A- 7 14 All req. tokens 1 assignment with Distinction 
B+ 6 12 All req. tokens 1 assignment with Distinction 
B 6 12 All req. tokens  
B- 5 10 All req. tokens  
C 4 6   
D 3 5   

 
Ideally, this system promotes more learning for more students. You are incentivized to get 
things right the first time, but your grade does not completely depend on this. In most 
cases, if you are committed to understanding something, you will be challenged through 
other assignments to try working through it again.  
 
Generally speaking, students in the ‘B’ range will have demonstrated (i) a basic 
understanding of what determines their own and others’ evaluations, behaviors, and 
decisions (based on our best, current understanding from social and cognitive psychology 
and decision science); and (ii) the ability to articulate reasonable applications of those 
concepts that will help them reach desired outcomes in their organizations. Students in the 
‘A’ range will have additionally demonstrated (i) the ability to generate defensible “theories” 
(guesses) about which concepts might explain behavior in novel contexts; and (ii) the ability 
to apply the concepts in insightful ways to a broad range of novel situations. Stated with 
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less pedagogical jargon, this basically means that grades in the ‘B’ range will be awarded if 
students can demonstrate basic understanding of the key ideas, if they can apply those 
ideas in contexts similar to the ones in which they are introduced, and if they put in some 
practice using the ideas; whereas grades in the ‘A’ range will be awarded if students can 
demonstrate more advanced understanding of the key ideas, if they can apply them in 
unfamiliar contexts, and if they choose to put in more practice and take more initiative 
using the tools. The overarching goal of the class is to help you assess novel leadership 
challenges like an intuitive behavioral scientist, identifying potential causes and generating 
creative and appropriate solutions. All coursework is geared toward that goal.     
 

The System in Detail 
This system offers a lot of flexibility in how you will practice and how you will demonstrate 
your learning. You have flexibility to focus more extensively on different parts of the course 
and to devote more of your efforts to work that will be personally and professionally 
meaningful.  
 
Stars (for Conceptual Mastery)  

• 2 exams (up to 3 stars each). If you earn fewer than 3 stars on either exam, you will 
have a chance to earn back 0.5 stars on a follow-up assignment.  

• Concept Application Paper Groups. Can do max of 4/5 (0.5 stars each, for a total up 
to 2 stars).  

• “Challenge Quizzes” may be offered (~0.25 stars each)  
 
Tokens (for Practice and Application) 
The number of plusses in parentheses indicates how many tokens are available. Slashes 
indicate that an additional token may be available. [For example, (++/+) means that the 
assignment is worth two tokens and an additional token is available.] 
 
Group 1. Low-Hanging Fruit: These 3 tokens are basically freebies and they should enrich 
your learning throughout the semester.  Don’t miss out.  

• Complete the online survey for the course (+) 
• Create a draft of a learning plan to make sure you understand the grading system 

and have determined a viable way through it. Your plan is non-binding. (+) 
• Come to faculty office hours one time and ask a question about psychology. Really, 

that’s it! (+) 
 
Group 2. Required Group Assignments: These are the ‘required tokens’ specified in Table 1. 
You must earn at least 2 tokens for each of these two assignments to get a ‘B-’ or higher. 

• Diversity Statement Analysis (++) 
• Presentation (++/+) 

o Choose to complete an Exploration Presentation or a Recap Presentation 
o Bonus token for excellent presentation (Student Choice, Professor’s Choice) 
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Group 3. Going Deeper – Major Group Projects. Recommended but not required to choose 1.  

• Media Campaign Project (+++/+) 
o Bonus token for winning contest 
o Can storyboard only for 2 tokens 

• Experimental Research Proposal (+++/+)  
 
Group 4. Round Out Your Practice – Student Chooses Additional Activities 

• Discussion Group (+/+) 
o Extra token available for Group Discussion Leader 
o May be paired with Exploration Presentation (but does not have to be) 

• Learning Motivation Project (++) 
• Public Meeting Culture Observation and Analysis (+/+) 
• Group Decision Observation and Analysis (+/+) 
• Influence Campaign (++) 
• Organizational Nudge Proposal (+) 
• Public Policy Participant Pool, “P4,” Participation (+) 
• Op-Ed Package (+) 
• Student’s Choice: Students are encouraged to propose an additional activity or a 

major project that suits their professional development.   
 
Earning ‘Distinction’: 
Any of the token-based projects or assignments can be completed ‘with Distinction.’ Earning 
‘Distinction’ requires the student or group to take the assignment a significant step further 
and do something with it, ideally something that will potentially help other people in the 
class or community. This could take many forms and a list is not offered here to avoid 
stymying student creativity. The student should propose in advance her or his approach to 
earning Distinction on the assignment. The proposal should be brief (no more than 1 page) 
and should outline how the additional contribution will (1) use a relevant course concept, 
(2) advance the student’s professional development, and (3) make an impact. All proposals 
should be submitted at least two weeks in advance of the due date for timely approval. No 
assignment will be awarded Distinction if the proposal was not approved in advance.   
 
Deadlines and Resubmissions 
Deadlines are firm, and no late submissions will be accepted.  
There are four reasons for this policy. First and foremost, this represents the standard of 
most professional settings. If you miss a real deadline at work, business generally continues 
without your contribution. Second, the spec-grading system is already very hard on TAs in 
terms of workload and administrative details. Adding late submissions to the mix is not 
feasible. Third, this clear-cut policy promotes fairness across students and sections. 
Extension requests often present ambiguous and difficult decisions that can be hard for us 
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to adjudicate fairly. This policy takes the subjectivity out of the system. And, finally, it 
should be noted that while the policy is strict, its consequences are not that strict. In this 
system, a missed opportunity can always be ‘made up’ by picking up another activity or 
assignment (at least until we get toward the end of the semester when most assignment 
deadlines are closed – so plan ahead!). For group assignments, good planning and group 
management should minimize the consequences of any potential shocks to the system.  
 
If an emergency arises that more broadly prevents you from participating in normal school 
activities, please contact the Director of Academic Programs, and we will work with you and 
that office to reach an appropriate solution.  
 
Resubmissions 
Students should strive to complete assignments to spec on the initial submission. They 
should take advantage of opportunities to consult with the TA to clarify standards in 
advance. They should also take advantage of opportunities – when explicitly allowed by the 
assignment brief – to receive feedback from classmates before submission. Many such 
opportunities are formally built into assignments. Assuming the student is continuing to 
work in good faith to achieve spec on initial submission, resubmission will be allowed under 
certain circumstances: 

a. If an assignment from Group 2 (Diversity Statement Analysis and Presentation) or 
Group 3 (Media Campaign Project or Research Proposal) is not to spec, the group 
will have 48 hours to resubmit following the release of feedback. No guarantees can 
be made about when the feedback will be released, and no extension will be given 
beyond the 48 hours. Note that these should be extremely rare circumstances in the 
first place: A key benefit of the group-work format is checking one another’s work 
and pushing group members to improve their respective contributions.  

b. If an assignment from Group 4 is not to spec, resubmission will not generally be 
allowed. However, students may have opportunities to earn a “resubmission pass” 
(e.g., for completing a bonus activity). They can redeem this pass for one 
resubmission. If the assignment is completed as a group, only group members who 
have a pass to redeem will be allowed to contribute to the resubmission. Passes are 
“non-transferrable” between students. Passes must be redeemed within 48 hours of 
feedback release and the resubmission must be received within one week of feedback 
release.  
 

Preview of Assignment Briefs 
These previews are offered to help you get a broad picture and make some tentative plans 
about what your portfolio of work will look like in this class. However, some details may 
shift. The description here is not binding. Use the posted assignment brief for the final and 
official details.  
 
Exams. You will have two opportunities to demonstrate your conceptual mastery in 
traditional closed-book exam formats. One will be administered in class and one outside of 
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class (but still, on your honor, closed-book). You can earn up to 3 stars on each. Earning all 
3 stars will be challenging. You will have to be able to recognize phenomena and apply 
concepts in unfamiliar examples and to apply them in novel ways (and to demonstrate that 
understanding clearly in writing). You will earn fewer stars for demonstrating a more basic 
understanding (e.g., recognizing concepts, applying concepts in more familiar examples). On 
each exam, if you earn fewer than 3 stars, you will have the chance to earn back 0.5 stars 
through a follow-up assignment.  
 
Concept Application Paper Groups. These are small (randomly assigned) online discussion 
groups. You will write a short paper that extends and/or applies an idea from class to a new 
example from your personal experience, current events, or possibly a great popular media 
illustration. You will also read your group members’ papers and help determine whether 
their example is clear, compelling, and correctly uses the concept. Meeting spec on these 
assignments involves meeting standards on your own paper and in your evaluation of 
others’ papers. You can receive credit (0.5 stars each) for up to 4 out of the 5 offered CAPs.  
 
Diversity Statement Analysis. This will be a small-group paper (assigned groups) that uses 
principles from our session on Diversity in Organizations to evaluate the diversity plan of a 
real organization of your group’s choice.  To be eligible for a ‘B-’ or higher, you must earn 
the 2 tokens from this assignment.  
 
Presentations. This will be a small-group assignment (groups chosen by students). You will 
either do an “Exploration Presentation,” which involves teaching a new concept to your 
classmates (i.e., something from a relevant field that is not featured in the course 
curriculum), or a “Recap Presentation,” which involves teaching a concept that we covered 
but in a novel way. Groups should be roughly divided between these two assignments, but 
we will take groups’ preferences into account as much as possible. Two tokens are available, 
with a potential bonus token available for outstanding content and execution. To be eligible 
for a ‘B-’ or higher, you must earn the 2 tokens from this assignment.  
 
Media Campaign Project (aka Sticky Ideas Project).  This is a chance to put Heath & 
Heath’s ‘Sticky Principles’ to work. You will create a short video (or other product) that 
employs one or more of their principles to make your assigned idea memorable to its 
audience. One opportunity will be to work with the Media Director of IM Rec Sports on a 
student campaign that he is developing. Other projects may be proposed. If you produce the 
product (to spec), you will earn 3 tokens. Produced projects will be presented to the Batten 
undergraduate Fundamentals of Behavioral Science class and student-choice winners will 
earn an extra token. You can opt to do a ‘light’ version of this project for 2 tokens, in which 
you ‘storyboard’ your project, but don’t produce it.  
 
Experimental Research Proposal. Completing this assignment will allow you to focus on 
developing a novel, testable, behavioral research question. This 8–10-page proposal should 
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situate the question, explain its theoretical and/or practical significance, detail a valid 
experimental design for testing it, and identify an appropriate analytical approach to 
interpret the data. Three tokens are available, with a bonus token for conducting the study 
and presenting results. This assignment will likely be of most value to students training for 
research careers. The assignment may be completed individually or in small groups. 
 
Discussion Group.  So much important stuff, so little time! Even the best DJs can’t play all 
the hits. This assignment allows you to convene a group to explore a relevant topic that is 
not featured in the syllabus. Choose a book, documentary, or other long-form media; meet 
to discuss it; and submit a very short recap of your group’s discussion. You can earn 1 token 
for participating or 2 tokens for leading a discussion group. Choose from a suggested list or 
submit your own for approval.   
 
Learning Motivation Project. Ever wanted to get class credit for learning to play the 
ukulele, starting on your path toward fluency in Russian, or pursuing some other self-
improvement project? Here’s your chance. This assignment will allow you to reflect on and 
informally experiment with your own motivation, productivity, and learning. You will keep 
a weekly journal of your progress for 6-8 weeks and, after studying motivation and goal 
pursuit in class, write a short reflection paper retrospectively assessing your experience 
considering the motivational principles that we discuss. You can earn 2 tokens for 
completing this assignment to spec.  
 
Public Meeting Culture Observation and Analysis.  This assignment provides an 
opportunity to apply key ideas about organizational culture to the practices of a local 
organization. You will observe a meeting and write a short paper that analyzes apparent 
markers of the organization’s culture and practices. You can earn 1 token for completing 
the assignment to spec as a passive observer, or 2 tokens if your observation includes an in-
depth interview with a member of the observed group (this member must not be a UVa 
student). The assignment can be completed individually or in a small group. (You may not 
earn more than 3 tokens for this assignment and the Group Decision Observation – In other 
words, you can only get credit for an interview once.)  
 
Group Decision Observation and Analysis. This assignment provides an opportunity to 
apply key ideas about group decision-making to the practices of a local organization. You 
will observe one or more meetings of a group decision process and analyze that process 
using ideas from class. You can earn 1 token for completing the assignment to spec as a 
passive observer, or 2 tokens if your observation includes an in-depth interview with a 
member of the observed group (this member must not be a UVa student). The assignment 
can be completed individually or in a small group. (You may not earn more than 3 tokens 
for this assignment and the Public Meeting Culture Observation – In other words, you can 
only get credit for an interview once.)  
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Influence Campaign. This is a chance to put Cialdini’s ‘Influence” principles to work. You 
will design and execute an influence campaign that employs one or more of Cialdini’s 
principles to increase prosocial behavior among some targeted population. You can earn 2 
tokens for completing this assignment to spec. One opportunity for completing this 
assignment with distinction would be to turn your campaign into a valid field experiment 
that tests the effectiveness of your influence technique.     

 
Organizational Nudge. To complete this assignment, you will need to think about 
information-search barriers (discussed in weeks 3 and 4) like organizational choice 
architects (introduced in weeks 1 and 2). Write a short paper that describes a nudge you 
could incorporate in an organization of relevance to improve their information-search 
processes and, ultimately, their performance on relevant judgment and/or decision-making 
tasks.  
 
Op-Ed Package. This assignment provides an opportunity to consider the practical benefits 
of behavioral science and to improve your writing at the same the time. You will write an 
op-ed that argues for (or against) the application of some relatively recent behavioral 
science to a leadership or public-policy problem. Then, on a sign-up basis, you will meet 
with visiting speaker David Nussbaum, Director of Communications at the Behavioral 
Science & Policy Association and frequent contributor to popular media outlets including 
NYT, FiveThirtyEight, and The Guardian, to workshop your op-ed. Meetings will go fast 
and cannot be guaranteed. Details to be discussed in class. You will earn 1 token for 
completing this assignment to spec.   
 
Public Policy Participant Pool. Completing this activity will help you become familiar with 
the source material for this course, behavioral science methods. To complete the assignment 
to spec, you will be required to participate in 4 separate behavioral science studies run by 
faculty at the Batten School. Alternatively, you can review 1 empirical article for each 
missed study (e.g., complete 3 studies and review 1 article). Conveniently, many of these 
studies are run directly outside of Garrett Hall or at labs located on the Corner (1413 ½ 
University Ave, by CVS). If you have previously participated in a Psychology Dept. 
participant pool (at UVa or elsewhere), this activity may be of relatively less value. If you 
have not, this activity is highly recommended. You will earn 1 token for completing this 
activity to spec.  
 
Student-Designed Activity. Thinking about something related to psychology and leadership 
that you want to work with in more depth? Do something about it! This is a leadership 
class, after all. Students are encouraged to propose an additional activity or a major project 
that suits their professional development.  
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The following narratives are provided as examples only, to help illustrate some of the key ideas about 

the grading system. If you are unclear about the reasoning behind any of these, please consult the TA.  

Please also note that there are many other paths to each grade level.  

 Stars Tokens Other Other 
A 7 15 All req. tokens 2 assignments with Distinction 
A- 7 14 All req. tokens 1 assignment with Distinction 
B+ 6 12 All req. tokens 1 assignment with Distinction 
B 6 12 All req. tokens  
B- 5 10 All req. tokens  
C 4 6   
D 3 5   

 

Bixby is super interested in environmental issues. He is psyched to think about how values 
influence people’s preferences for different environmental scenarios, to study negotiations 
and group-decision making with these issues in mind, and to think about different ways to 
influence green behavior. At the same time, he knows he is going to need to focus a lot on 
Econ to understand how market pressures influence these issues and how markets can help 
or hinder appropriate environmental action. While Bixby completes his learning plan (1 
token), he identifies a few assignments that will be particularly useful (and, relatively easy) 
for him. He also completes the Pre-Course survey (1 token) and stops in for office hours in 
Week 7 (1 token). He convinces his group to complete the Diversity Statement Analysis on 
the EPA’s Equal Opportunity Employment statement (2 tokens), and he presents on 
commons dilemmas in the Exploration Presentation in Week 8 (2 tokens). His group does a 
“light” version (storyboard) of a Media Campaign (2 tokens) and he organizes a discussion 
group that reads Misbehaving: The Making of Behavioral Economics by Richard Thaler (2 
tokens). [Total of 11 tokens.] Although he is enjoying the course, he is really focused in on 
Econ and decides not to take on any of the other projects. Bixby decides to wing it on the 
first exam and only receives 1 star. He earns back 0.5 stars on the follow-up assignment. He 
decides to complete CAPs 3 and 4 and earns credit for both (1 star total). He feels that he 
can be more efficient preparing for Exam 2 and earns 2 stars. He also earns back 0.5 more 
stars for the Exam 2 follow-up. [Total of 5 stars.]  

Bixby finishes with 5 stars and 11 tokens (including the required tokens) and earns a B-.  

 

Cortana is less committed to a particular application of the psychology content, but she just 
finds it fascinating. She aces both exams (3 stars each) and enjoys writing the CAPs papers 
because they allow her to play with ideas and make interesting connections. She loves them 
so much that she completes all 5 (even though you can only get credit for four). She earns 8 
stars. Cortana completes the Pre-Course survey and stops in for office hours in Week 2 (2 
tokens). She completes the Diversity Statement Analysis with her group (2 tokens) and the 
Re-Cap Presentation in the final week and earns a Students’ Choice award (3 tokens). She 
also completes the Media Campaign project (3 tokens). Cortana is really interested in 
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research and decides to spend a ton of time developing the Research Proposal, but without 
talking to anyone. She submits it in on time, but it is not up to spec. With all her other 
coursework built up toward the end of the semester she does not even attempt to revise it to 
spec in the 48-hour window. [10 tokens.] 

She finishes with 8 stars and 10 tokens (including the required tokens) and earns a B-. 

[Note. This example should illustrate to you that clearing the bar for both stars and tokens is 
required for getting to the next letter grade. While it is true that Cortana has enough stars for an A, 
she only has enough tokens for a B-. The two are non-transferable / non-substitutable.] 

 

Siri is really interested in education policy and as she is completing her Learning Plan (1 
token) she identifies a number of projects that will allow her to focus on related issues. She 
also completes the opening survey, in large part to give Converse a better idea of her 
interests (1 token) and she stops by office hours pretty regularly to discuss these issues (1 
token). Siri completes the Diversity Statement Analysis by comparing a few statements at 
institutions of higher-ed (2 tokens) and she does a Re-Cap presentation in the final week on 
how confirmation bias can influence school decision-making (2 tokens). Siri does a Group 
Decision Observation at a local school board meeting and interviews one of the board 
members (2 tokens). Later in the semester, she does a Group Culture Analysis at a different 
school board meeting (1 token). She manages to interview someone from this meeting too 
but can only get credit for one interview. At the first board meeting, Siri gets really 
interested in some messaging that the school is trying to use throughout its schools and she 
has the idea to convince her group to take on this topic for the Media Campaign. The 
problem is that there is only one week before the Media Campaign is due. She drafts a 
proposal for a pre-planned extension, explaining the real-world constraint and the value of 
this project for her and her group members. The TA thinks it is a reasonable request and 
passes it to the professor who agrees to the three-week extension. With the pre-planned 
extension in hand, Siri writes up the proposal for completing the project with Distinction. It 
is an easy case to make given the real-world problem and this is granted. The group earns 3 
tokens and a Distinction. Siri also plans a discussion group of Claude Steele’s book 
Whistling Vivaldi but sees on a blog that there are some active arguments about the 
research the book is based on. She gets an idea to do a two-part discussion that incorporates 
these issues and produces a small tutorial to post on Collab for her classmates. She earns 
the two tokens and Distinction. Siri aces both exams (6 stars total) and earns credit on 2 
Challenge Quizzes (0.5 stars total). She also completes CAPs 1 and 4 to spec (1 star total). 
She finishes with 7.5 stars 

Siri finishes with 7.5 stars, 15 tokens (including the required tokens) and 2 distinctions. 
She earns an A.  

 

Now consider Alexa. Imagine that Alexa completes the same workload as Siri, but has a 
harder time getting used to Converse’s exams.  She studies a lot by reading and re-reading 
and then re-reading again. (She knows the readings and the slides in and out but hasn’t 
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really mastered the concepts enough to use them.) She earns 2 stars on the first one and is 
feeling a little frustrated, but manages to earn 0.5 stars back on the follow-up (2.5 stars 
total). She meets with the TA to ask for some better study strategies, like using the 
material and making up practice quizzes for classmates. She also puts in the work to 
complete 4 CAP assignments (2 stars total). She stays sharp on her reading and studying 
throughout, hoping for some Challenge Quizzes. The Challenge Quizzes are very tough and 
she doesn’t get credit, but staying up to date on the reading throughout allowed her more 
time to engage in active studying in the last week before Exam 2 and she manages to earn 3 
stars. She finishes with 7.5 stars, more than good enough for an ‘A’ alongside her 
assignment output.  

 

Finally, let’s consider Clocky.  He does everything Siri did, except instead of the Diversity 
Statement Analysis, he completes an Influence Campaign (2 tokens).   

He finishes with 7.5 stars, 15 tokens, and 2 Distinctions. But he missed two of the required 
tokens. He is going to be irate – maybe justifiably so – but he gets a C (probably a C+). 
Don’t miss the required tokens.  
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GROUP DECISION OBSERVATION AND ANALYSIS 
 

Overview 

This assignment provides an opportunity to apply key ideas about group decision-making to the 
practices of a local organization. You will observe one or more meetings that showcase deliberations 
relevant to a group decision process and you will analyze that process using ideas from class. We will 
discuss four common failures of groups, with an emphasis on the psychological processes that give 
rise to such failures. Relevant readings will extend these ideas and introduce others. Your goal in 
observing the group meeting you choose will be to identify 3 potential failures that are most relevant 
to the focal group, its context, and its goals; and to discuss the extent to which the group does or 
does not successfully deal with those potential failures. If the group is able to minimize or 
circumvent the relevant trap, you should discuss the concrete features of the group decision process 
that lead to success on that dimension. If the group does appear to fall into the relevant trap, you 
should discuss feasible changes that could be made to the group process to help them.  

 

Learning Goals 

 Understand how psycho-social tendencies contribute to group failures in information-
sharing contexts 

 Identify and/or generate effective strategies to minimize common group failures and 
maximize the potential benefits of groups  

 

Administrative Details 

You will earn 1 token for completing the assignment to spec as a passive observer.  

You will earn a second token if your observation includes an in-depth interview that gives you more 
insight into one or more of the relevant concepts. The subject of the interview should be a member 
of the group and should not be a UVa student.  

Note that the “interview token” may be earned on a maximum of one assignment. In other words, 
you cannot earn tokens for an interview in both this assignment and the Culture assignment.  

I recommend beginning this assignment following our meeting on Group Decision Making. The 
closing date for Sections 100 and 200 is November 7th (there is no class meeting on this day). The 
closing date for Section 300 is December 3rd.   

You can complete this assignment individually or in a small group (hard cap at 3 students). All 
students must participate in the observation and the writing to receive credit.  

There is a strict maximum of 6 pages total, using reasonable font and double-spacing.  
(Recommended to spend 1-2 pages on each of 3 potential group failures.)  
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Important Specifications 

Choose 3 of the (potential) failures of information-sharing that we discussed in class (or that you 
draw from Hastie & Sunstein in Wiser). The group does not actually have to fail at it.  Choose 
potential failures that are most important and/or relevant for the group you observed.   

Give enough background about the context you intend this for (organization, judgment task, etc.) 
that a lay reader could follow, but not more than is needed.  

Clearly explain how the potential failure of information-sharing is relevant to the group process that 
you observed. Explain what happened.  

If the group avoided the failure, speculate about what allowed them to be successful. Be specific.  

If the group did not avoid the failure, speculate about what led to their failure. Be specific. Suggest 
feasible changes to their group process that would allow them to avoid the same failure in the future. 
Be specific.  

If completing the interview version of the assignment, incorporate specific insights from your 
conversation as appropriate to address the key questions from the assignment. Consider how the 
interviewee’s role and status in the group might affect her or his perspective and discuss how the 
group member’s experience may or may not be different from that of other group members.  

 

Additional Background 

Students completing this assignment will benefit greatly from a closer reading of the book Wiser by 
Cass Sunstein and Reid Hastie, especially Part 2: How Groups Succeed.  

A helpful brief version is: Sunstein & Hastie (2014), Making dumb groups smarter. Harvard Business 
Review. 
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MEDIA CAMPAIGN PROJECT 
(AKA STICKY IDEAS PROJECT) 

 

Overview 

Use the “principles of stickiness,” organized and presented by Heath & Heath in Made to Stick, to 
design and create a message that will stick with its intended audience. You will create a short video 
(or other product) that employs one or more of their principles. One opportunity, though you may 
opt to pursue others that you arrange on your own, will be to work with the Media Director of IM 
Rec Sports on a student campaign that he is developing to try to confront the negative effects of 
social comparison among students.  

 

Learning Goals 

 Advance your understanding of how specific cognitive and motivational processes influence 
memory and attention 

 Consider how the cognitive bias of egocentrism may be a barrier to connect with your 
audience and apply thoughtful processes to overcome this barrier 

 Synthesize your communication skills with your understanding of cognitive and social 
processes to improve the effectiveness of your messaging 

 Practice good leadership in your groups, employing good planning and coordination 
processes to leverage team members’ skills and interests through a quality group process 
 

Administrative Details 

You will earn 3 tokens for completing the full assignment to spec.  

If you (as a group) decide that you would not like to spend your time actually producing the high-
quality product, you can opt to do a ‘light version’ of the assignment that storyboards (or otherwise 
describes) your idea in detail, without actually producing it. You would earn 2 tokens for completing 
this version to spec.  

The closing date for Sections 100 and 200 is October 24th. The closing date for Section 300 is 
November 5th.  

You may complete this project with a group of your choice. If you would like help finding a group, 
please contact the TA. The optimal group size is 3 students, but groups of 4 are allowed if there is 
good reason. (Sections 100 and 200 may collaborate across section if desired.)   

There are no specific constraints on the format of your product. For most groups, some kind of 
video or recording will be the format of choice. This could be a live action video, but keep in mind 
that acting is hard for most of us. Bad acting is usually awkward and not sticky.1 “Live-action” is 
certainly not required. Survey the technology available to you and choose what is appropriate for 

                                                            
1 Except when it is. See, The Disaster Artist.  
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your message. Videos can be uploaded to Collab, so they are protected from being publicly 
accessible. Videos are not required. (Can you create an experience for your audience?) 

You should also submit a short, written summary of your product. At a minimum, it should indicate 
the message you intend to convey, the audience for your message, and the reasons you chose the 
stickiness principles that you did. You should not need more than 1 page for this summary.  

If you choose the “light” / storyboard version of the assignment, your writeup will obviously need 
to be longer. It is critical that you clearly describe what your product would look like. This can be in 
storyboard format, but does not need to be. If a reader does not get a very clear idea of what your 
product would have looked like, it is unlikely that your writeup was successful.  

Groups will be graded as a unit, but please include a brief statement outlining each group member’s 
contribution. For example: BC, AT, and AL designed the concept; AT and AL ran discussion groups to get 
feedback on the initial concept; AL did the video editing, with assistance from AT.  (Or whatever is appropriate 
for your group.) This is more for your benefit than ours. Acknowledging group members’ 
contributions – which are rarely the same – can be good practice for reinforcing ownership and 
coordination.  

Projects that work with IM Rec Sports will be screened and evaluated by the undergraduate 
Foundations of Behavioral Science course. Winners of a student-choice award will receive a bonus token. 

 

Important Specifications 

Your central message should be crisp and clear.  

Your intended audience should be appropriately chosen and clearly defined.   

Your product (or product description) should effectively use one or more of the Heath & Heath 
principles, and the chosen principle(s) should fit the message and the audience. Choose wisely – the 
right approach makes all the difference.  

The products, if produced, should be high quality.  

To be frank, it is probably harder to articulate standards for this assignment than any other. The 
more I define it, the less creative space you have available. If you have questions, talk to us.  

 

Other Information 

Keep an eye open for assignment-specific FAQs on Collab where I will post answers to common 
questions about this assignment as needed on an ongoing basis.  

 

 

 

LPPL 7410 F18 Assignment Brief _ MCP aka Sticky ideas.pdf



Psychology for Leadership (LPPL 7410) – Fall 2018 – Assignment Brief 
 

DIVERSITY STATEMENT ANALYSIS 
|CREDIT REQUIRED| 

 

Overview 

With your assigned group members, choose an organization of interest and analyze the website of 
the organization to draw some speculative conclusions about their social climate, as it relates to 
diversity. Your informal analysis should focus most of all on the organization’s public diversity 
statement, but should draw on other aspects of the organization’s website as well. (While it would 
also be interesting to discuss organizations that have no public diversity statement, it would not be 
appropriate for the current assignment.) Of course, there are many other “artifacts” that are relevant 
to an organization’s culture besides websites, but we will restrict the current discussion to websites.  

You should address the following questions:  

o Does the organization appear to define diversity in a self-serving way? (Justify your answer 
based on concrete observations of the website.)  

o Why do they say seek diversity? Based on the psychological research covered in Meeting #7, 
what are the potential implications of their answer? 

o What role does the organizational structure, as represented on the website, seem to play in 
promoting or hindering diversity-related goals?  Again based on the best available research, 
what are the potential implications?  

o How does the real organizational structure compare to what is signaled on other parts of the 
website? (For example, does the diversity that seems to be reflected in the ‘candid’ photos 
around the website appear to match the representation reflected by the actual personnel 
(numbers, hierarchy, etc)? What other matches or mismatches do you notice?  Potential 
implications?  

o What other ‘cultural artifacts’ from around the website appear to speak to diversity-related 
issues in the organization (e.g., logos, symbols, diction, photos, videos)?  

o Are there parts of the organization’s diversity statement that you would re-write?  If so, what 
would you change? If not, what do you like about it in its current form?  

o Are there other questions or points that you realize are important as a result of your website-
sleuthing, your group discussion, and the Meeting #7 material?  
 

Learning Goals 

 Identify and reflect on aspects of culture that potentially promote or hinder diversity goals 
and other relevant goals 

 Consider the tacit and deliberate choices that organizations make (or do not make) that 
contribute to inclusion and equity (or lack thereof) 

 If appropriate and desired, be able to articulate prescriptive advice for organizations 
interested in increasing and/or promoting diversity, inclusion, equity, and/or belonging 
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Administrative Details 

You will earn 2 tokens for completing the assignment to spec. These two tokens are required for a 
‘B-’ in the course.  

The closing date for Sections 100 and 200 is October 31st. The closing date for Section 300 is 
October 29th.  

Groups have been (randomly) assigned by the TA. Contact the TA asap if you have any questions 
about group assignment.  

I anticipate that this document would be ~3 pages (double-spaced, reasonable font). The hard 
maximum is 4 pages.  

Note that there are many organizations that might be interesting that don’t necessarily have enough 
information publicly available on their websites. Choose an organization that is large enough, with a 
well-enough developed web presence, to support this assignment.  

 

Important Specifications 

Thoughtfully address the bulleted questions above, appropriately and accurately drawing on the 
research covered in Meeting #7, and providing concrete justification for your answer based on 
website observations. (The structure and expectations are more paint-by-number than other 
assignments in this course.)  

 

Additional Background 

There are many references available in Professor Trawalter’s lecture slides.  
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Adventures in Pedagogy: Background, Reflection, and Tentative Plans 

Motivated by discussions in last year’s Batten Teaching Brownbags about some of the goals that I have for 
improving my courses, and with help from Andy Pennock and Dan Player in identifying and navigating the 
appropriate literature, I began reading academic articles and trade blogs about “learning focused course 
design” and “Specifications Grading” (Spec Grading). I was immediately struck by how Spec Grading was 
grounded in principles of motivation and decision-making that I both research and teach; and, at the same 
time, addressed many of the more specific goals that I had for continuing to improve both pedagogical and 
administrative aspects of my course. The goals I had were: 

1. Allow the extrinsic-incentive aspect of grading to take a backseat, making room for more focus on 
learning for the sake of professional development.  
 

>>> The mechanics of Spec Grading should lead to fewer arguments about grades and allow for 
more learning-focused feedback on individual assignments.  
 

2. Better accommodate the diverse array of professional goals and interests at Batten.  
 

>>> The psychology that we teach involves abstract ideas and I am always looking for better ways 
to help students connect those ideas to their own professional aims, which vary so widely. Spec 
Grading allowed me to offer a wider variety of assignments, and successful paths on any given 
assignment; giving students more freedom to connect to their own goals. 
 

3. Better mimic the professional world. 
 

>>> The course structure gave students a lot of choice in how they will invest their efforts and the 
consequences of those choices are transparent. The tradeoff is that students have to more actively 
manage their own schedule and workflow.  
 

4. Provide a grading system that better maps to learning objectives accomplished. 
 

>>> A key feature of Spec Grading is that points are accumulated for students’ ability to 
demonstrate the use of a particular concept or for the practice of a particular skill. In the past I have 
been concerned that there is too much “noise” in 7410 grading related to skills like writing and test-
taking ability. These are certainly important, but I felt they were explaining too much of the variance 
in grades in past years; more than demonstrated understanding of the relevant concepts. Spec 
Grading limits this influence. Also, without a curve, all students get the grade that they earned, rather 
than forcing competition.  

I spent time over the summer re-designing the course with these goals in mind and checked in with the 
Associate Dean of Academic Affairs before committing to the implementation. The re-design presented to 
most people as (“merely”) a new grading system, but this was just one reflection of an overall emphasis on 
learning-focus. Most importantly, the coursework (a) offered students more and better opportunities to use 
the assignments in ways that would mimic their professional roles, and (b) better reflect some of the course 
content itself (especially capitalizing on intrinsic motivation, promoting “growth mindsets,” and requiring 
effective planning and group coordination).  

The most straightforward summary I can provide about how it went was that the good stuff I saw was some 
of the best and most exciting class outcomes I have ever seen; and the bad stuff I saw made for the most 
difficult teaching I have ever had. As you can see in the course reviews, some students really reacted against it. 
This note is meant to provide the Executive Committee (and any interested broader audience) some 
perspective on the course design and implementation, responses to the course, and my plans for building on 
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this experience in the future (especially for my own teaching, but possibly for other interested parties at 
Batten as well). 

Design and Implementation 

Key teaching materials are attached (most importantly the Grading System Explanation document and a 
selection of sample assignments) to give a better idea of what students experienced. The three main features 
of my hybrid spec system are the following:  

1. As in a prototypical spec system, students choose which projects they want to complete and earn 
points for successful completion of those projects. Individual assignments are not graded on a 
continuous scale. They either “meet spec” or not.  
 

2. My system had two “currencies” or point systems. I separated these because I believe that 
performance on my exams reflects conceptual learning whereas performance on the projects 
reflects more application and practice. Further, I did not want the system to be purely “effort 
based” (i.e., whoever does the most work gets the best grade). By assigning grades based on both 
conceptual knowledge (primarily exams) and practice (primarily projects), I designed the system 
to better reflect the course’s learning goals.  
 

3. My system allowed for “Distinctions,” which were essentially student-proposed extensions of 
assignments. One Distinction was necessary for a ‘B+’ or ‘A-‘ and two were necessary for an ‘A’. 
This gave students the space to be creative and to pursue their own original plans for applying 
the material. It also challenged them to use the ideas in a way that would better mimic the 
professional environment. In professional settings, they will not be directed to apply behavioral 
principles to improve some product. Instead, they will have to identify such opportunities on 
their own. I believe that if we are successful on the leadership part of our curriculum, this more 
than anything is what we want students to be able to do – not to merely be able to correctly 
apply psychology when asked, but to identify areas where psychology can be used and then to 
use it wisely. This aspect of the system was responsible for the highest highlights (exceptional 
student work) and for the most student frustration.  

Response and Evaluation 

While I absolutely acknowledge my bias, what I saw in coursework suggests that this system promoted many 
of the learning outcomes that we care about. At the same time, there was a very clear disconnect between 
student reception / experience and all other potential indicators. First, the good, then the bad and the ugly: 

The Good 

Expert review. First and foremost, my system was grounded in an appropriate literature that 
incorporates motivation research, education research, and expert pedagogical opinion. In preparing for the 
January ’19 Teaching Brownbag on alternative grading systems, I passed my course materials (the same ones 
that are attached) to Michael Palmer, the Director of the Center for Teaching Excellence. His response in an 
informal email exchange was: “Your course looks amazing! It’s not often I see such a learning-focused 
syllabus. We need to get you tapped in the CTE more.”  

Integration and application of concepts outside of the class. Faculty members and students 
have consistently told me, in Fall ’18 and continuing into Spring ’19, that connections to course material from 
7410 have been frequent and of high quality. These “data” are far from rigorous, but this suggests that 
students are integrating the material more than they did in the past. 
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Coursework and student products. First, the modal student’s investment in 7410 coursework was 
very high. There was some concern about where an uncurved course average would end up. As it turned out, 
the GPA was slightly higher in the past, with a few more students in the A-range than in previous years. I can 
say with zero hesitation that these A’s were harder-earned than in any other year. The students had to do a lot 
of work and hit high standards and many successfully did so. Second, a higher proportion of students than in 
previous years produced what I would consider “highlight work.” They went into the field and made 
connections that blew me away. These are just a few of the many outstanding products and pursuits:  

- For an assignment designed to elicit analysis of and reflection on organizational culture, students 
wrote about experiences such as observing a police roll call and participating in a ride-along; 
attending a series of City Council meetings and interviewing council members; volunteering at 
local organizations such as The Haven and the International Rescue Committee; shadowing at 
the Appellate Section of the Legal Services Division of the North Carolina Dept. of Justice. 
 

- For an assignment on “sticky ideas,” designed to help students make ideas more memorable to an 
intended audience, students did things like design and host a Sustainability Escape Room to give 
visitors first-hand experience in how to improve their sustainable behaviors; and design 
recruitment materials for Batten that integrated concepts from sticky ideas and diversity in 
organizations (more below). The beneficiary of some of this work, Erin Tor, wrote:  
 

“I’m writing to again express how helpful your sticky ideas assignment has been to the communications team 
and Office of External affairs. It’s really incredible how closely aligned the projects I’ve seen are with goals 
and ideas we’ve been talking about since I walked in the door a year ago but just haven’t had time to flesh 
out or prioritize. 
 

Our current marketing strategy for Batten utilizes a two-pronged approach: brand platform expression and 
authentic storytelling. The sticky ideas projects that have been brought to me are perfect examples of the latter, 
but executed in much more creative and authentic ways than I’d ever think of. I sketched out a video 
storyboard this summer for an admissions video and in just months a group of your students not only created 
a concept but went on to film and produce a video that is uncannily similar to what I had in mind, only 
better. We are thrilled to have such high-quality content available—and for free! These students really are 
outstanding.” 
 

- For an assignment on persuasion and social influence, one student group designed a fundraising 
workshop for the organization Rise Together; another student group worked with the Office of 
Housing and Residential Life to coordinate a water-reduction campaign. 
 

- For an assignment on motivation and goal pursuit, one student group conducted a rigorous study 
examining the relation between 7410 course satisfaction and dispositional motivational 
orientation; many other students pursued self-improvement activities like mindfulness practice, 
language learning, or improved fitness, and then wrote letters to their “future selves” with tips 
based on rigorous motivational science for how to follow through on future projects and goals.  

These examples are just a few of the dozens of highlights that we collected over the semester. 

The positive student response. One of the interesting empirical findings from the student project 
on motivation and course satisfaction mentioned above was that students who are more intrinsically 
motivated in their education (using validated measures) were more satisfied with the course, whereas students 
who are more extrinsically motivated were less satisfied with the course (intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are 
orthogonal, so the second finding is not trivial). In other words, the more that students valued learning for its 
own sake, the more satisfied they were in this course; moreover, the more that students have a performance- 
and reward-orientation to learning, the less satisfied they were in this course. 
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More generally, the positive qualitative evaluations were some of the best I have ever received. I know the 
committee has access to all reviews, but I want to highlight here that the students who “got it” really got it:  

Student A. This class required me to engage with course material in a way that I have never had to before. As a 
result, I learned more about myself, the world, and the people around me. Everything that I learned in this class, which 
was a lot, will stick with me. I think it will stick with me because the projects I had to carry out and the exercises we 
did in class were effective at really engraining the concepts in my mind and showing me that it is not enough to just 
memorize and regurgitate information. As a leader and student of public policy, you must be able to engage with it and 
apply it no matter what the assignment. As much as I love the Batten community and the people in it, I think the 
reason why people complained about the system of this class is that they are so blindly grade driven. Converse's class and 
personal objectives were not for us all to get A, although he conceded very early on that that could be possible. He 
wanted us all to learn and take away as many life and leadership social psychology lessons as we could. He 
accomplished that tenfold. 

Student B. Out of all of my courses this semester, I felt that this course was the most meaningful to my professional 
development. I love the new spec grading system and was able to customize my entire experience to delve deeper into my 
own interests through the lens of psychology. Many of the assignments were challenging but really pushed me to have new 
experiences and go outside of my comfort zone. Through the distinction process, I was able to gain a better 
understanding of how to run field experiments even though this was not necessarily something explicitly taught in class. I 
also appreciated Prof. Converse's honest feedback and guidance throughout the semester. 

Student C. I know that there will inevitably be a lot of criticism for this course after having spoken with other 
students. And while I did have my own frustrations, I am fairly happy with what we learned from the class. I loved the 
applied nature of the class, and did activities I would have never otherwise have done. For example, I went to a city 
council meeting and learned more about the city structure in a professional setting. I also have applied the psych tools 
that we have been learning, and a lot of other students use psych concepts outside of class seemingly all the time. The 
information and concepts were sticky, and students learned a lot (I hope). I think this quality of education overrides 
individual frustration to a large extent. Maybe some adjustments could be made though. I think the criticism stemmed 
from misplaced expectations. For example, I think everyone was upset because they planned out their path to an "A" 
grade at the beginning of the class and did not attain it, whereas in other classes they might have been more accepting of 
a lower grade. Having more realistic expectations at the beginning of class of an average grade could help reduce 
disappointment. 

Reviews like these show, at the very least, that the system has a lot of promise if I can more effectively 
communicate and demonstrate the above ideas to a broader range of students.  

To be clear, however, for every one of the positive reviews like those above, there was at least one 
review (maybe two) that was equally negative. The negative sentiment that this course stirred up was like 
nothing I have ever participated in a classroom. I hope to learn some techniques to combat this in the 
upcoming CTE workshops that I will attend on student resistance.  

The Bad and The Ugly 

Undoubtedly there were a number of “Version 1” problems with the course. These were confirmed 
in final reviews, but most of them I had picked up on along the way, including in a mid-semester course 
discussion and check-in with students. There were a few that were unanticipated, more that were anticipated 
but that caused much more consternation than I predicted, and some that are simply tradeoffs that one has to 
accept for the benefits of the system.  I list the main ones below and think of them as “the bad.”   

1. Many students felt that it was way too hard to keep track of the administrative details of the course 
(Of all the complaints, I disagree with this one the most. My feeling is that it was harder than other 
courses, but should not have been a huge challenge for anyone who was half-way deliberate about 
planning.) 
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2. Many students felt that it was way too much work. (I agree that an 'A' is harder than in my 
previous iterations, but not excessively so; at the same time, a 'B-' was much easier.) 

3. Many students felt the TA was too slow to allow them to make decisions. (I mostly disagree here. 
He returned most assignments within one week, which is my standard turnaround time. I think some 
of this complaint is "pile-on" effect and some of it is students who saved up all their work to the end, 
which I warned them about multiple times. Overall, I do realize that a system like this must provide 
reliable fast turnaround, and a future iteration would have to be exceptionally fast in turnaround.) 

4. A few students got caught in some of the quirks of the system – None of these were surprises to 
me, but I will admit that I was surprised by how strongly it affected people psychologically and how 
hard it was for them to realize that this did not actually have much or anything to do with "Spec 
grading" (e.g., performing at the lowest level on the first exam and being confronted with the 
mathematical reality that they couldn't get to an 'A' with that number of stars). 

5. Many students felt like the 'Distinctions' were too ambiguous and therefore unfair. 

6. Overall Distraction + Pile-on. The system became way too much the focus of the course 
experience - a huge distraction - leading some to dislike it, and then there was some social-norming. 
If you look at the reviews I've attached, you'll notice a lot of "Everyone else hated it, but I liked it," 
and "Everyone else hated it, and I did too."  

7. The F-word: Many of the articles I have read on Spec Grading and pedagogical innovation in 
general have repeatedly emphasized that you should not use ‘the F-word,’ “First.” They recommend 
never telling students that this is your first time trying something new in the classroom. 
Unfortunately, this is simply not an option in the Batten context. I expected this could create some 
problems and did my best to give context, justification, and explanation for why we were using this 
system. Despite my best attempts, I think this was a major contributor to student dissatisfaction. 
They wondered if I knew what I was doing. They resented “being experimented on” or being 
“guinea pigs.” One student explicitly acknowledged that s/he learned a lot but hated the experience 
nonetheless for this reason [student comment shown in its entirety]: 

not to beat a dead horse, but i don't think first year mpp's in their first semester should have been used as 
guinea pigs for the spec grading system. I did learn a lot in this class, but my hatred for 'Psychology for 
Leadership' is now ingrained in my mind forever after this semester.   

This factor should be eased in subsequent years, but is not likely to go to zero in Year 2 because the 
community is still small and some of the dissatisfaction will surely be passed on informally. Research 
on other “student-centered pedagogies” suggests that student satisfaction increases over a period of 
multiple years and that some of this can be attributed to accepted norms, that is above and beyond 
the teachers own efficacy (Shaw et al., 2019, PLOS ONE). 

“The ugly,” in my mind, is the extent to which all of these minor complaints actually became major 
complaints, manifesting in student resistance and dissatisfaction. This system was supposed to, in a certain 
way, put grading in the background, but instead it did the complete opposite. The grading system, even with it 
benefits, became a major distraction. It overwhelmed more important parts of the course. It also caused 
dissatisfaction with things that have not changed and have rarely been criticized in the past (e.g., my lecturing 
style, the design of my slides). Going forward, the key challenge of any adapted version of this system is to 
figure out how to make sure that minor problems, costs, and challenges – which will inevitably pop up in 
even the most carefully designed course – do not blow up.  
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Looking Forward 

I think that a version of this structure supports many of the teaching and learning goals that we have as a 
school and makes room for some extraordinary learning opportunities. I am confident that I can deal quite 
easily with a lot of the minor administrative things, but less sure about whether such a structure, at the same 
level of challenge, would be broadly well received without some cultural shift. The “easy” stuff for a second 
version would be faster than normal turn-around time; making all assignments available from Day 1; tweaking 
some instructions; averaging the two grade categories rather than allowing one to be “disqualifying” for the 
other; and extra office-hours dedicated to grading system Q&A. I am also moderately confident that some of 
the experience will be improved simply by not being The First, and by having only first-years in the course. 
(The 2nd-year MPPs were even more resistant, often voicing dissatisfaction that they “have to learn a new 
system when they’re almost done with school.”) However, the major risk going forward is that the novelty for 
students simply attracts too much attention and becomes too much of a distraction. Within a small school 
like Batten, where students are taking most of the same classes with most of the same people, this becomes a 
defining feature of the course and, because it is different, it attracts their attributions for anything that goes 
wrong. I have a number of ideas for how to minimize these effects, but really have no way to “pilot” test 
them. I look forward to continued discussions with the Associate Dean for Academic Affairs, the Director of 
Academic Programs, the Center for Teaching Excellence, the ExCom, and other Batten colleagues to 
determine our appetite for high-risk potentially high-reward endeavors in the classroom.  
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