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The discipline of psychology has had a sometimes ambivalent relationship with
undergraduate education. University departments of psychology rely on the introductory
psychology course and large numbers of undergraduate majors to support faculty members
and graduate students in psychology (439,000 students were majoring in psychology at four-
year institutions in 2007–2008, according to Snyder & Dillow, 2011). On the other hand,
relatively few psychology majors actually become psychologists, and the discipline’s
professional organizations go to lengths to make sure that only those with the most advanced
degrees can practice psychology.

Although the professional organizations in psychology have tended to focus on
graduate education, there also is a long history of periodic examination of various aspects of
undergraduate curricula and the teaching of psychology, especially by members of the
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American Psychological Association. Particularly outside the major research universities,
many psychology professors care deeply about how psychology is taught to majors and
nonmajors alike. The two most recent in-depth examinations organized by the American
Psychological Association were the St. Mary’s Conference in 1990 (McGovern, 1993) and
the National Conference on Undergraduate Education in 2008 (Halpern, 2010). Both of these
meetings addressed many of the same issues as those considered in Donald Harward’s edited
book Transforming Undergraduate Education: Theory That Compels and Practices That
Succeed.

Although not aimed at the teaching of psychology in particular, the book addresses
issues that concern both undergraduate education in psychology and the role that academic
psychologists have in facilitating that transformation. The product of a project of the
Association of American Colleges and Universities called Bridging Theory to Practice, led
by Harward, former president of Bates College, this book is aimed at administrators and
faculty members who want to alter the status quo in teaching and learning.

The book is organized in four sections. The chapters in the first two sections provide a
theoretical base in educational philosophy, pedagogy, and psychology and raise the issues
involved in changing educational practices within colleges and universities. The third section
outlines the implications of transformations for change in other areas, including secondary
schools, higher education in other countries, and in the disciplines. The final section includes
10 case studies of various forms of innovation in liberal arts colleges, state comprehensive
universities, and research universities.

Psychology and Trends in Undergraduate Education

Perhaps the most pervasive argument of the authors of this edited volume is that improving
undergraduate education is about creating a collegiate environment that intellectually
engages students. Many of the book’s theoretically and practically oriented chapters indicate
that such an environment is characterized by the following:

1. A commitment to synthesizing theory and practice. The university should not be
an ivory tower but a place where theory is seen as a guide to practice and where
practice informs theory.

2. Coordination between the often-disparate cultures of academic affairs and student
affairs. The acquisition of academic knowledge and skills is only one aspect of a
student’s development; equally important are the student’s social and ethical
development and the development of a sense of civic responsibility.



3. The presence of curricular elements and courses that research has shown to have
high impact on students. Among these are first-year seminars, capstone seminars,
service learning projects, and research opportunities.

4. A liberal arts orientation that eschews specialization and premature
professionalization and stresses broad disciplinary and interdisciplinary
perspectives. Although this view is most clearly championed by authors at liberal
arts colleges, it also is advocated by authors at state comprehensive universities
and research institutions.

None of these characteristics is new to psychology. Evidence of close parallels
between psychology and a transformed undergraduate education can be found in issues of
Teaching of Psychology, in the many regional and national meetings of teachers of
psychology, and in books such as those spawned by the conferences noted above. Although
the presence of those features that engage students varies across psychology programs and
courses, the very nature of our discipline makes linking theory and practice, coordinating
curricular and extracurricular activities, and the use of high-impact practices relatively easy.

One cautionary note offered by the authors of some of the chapters is that the benefits
of a transformed undergraduate education are accompanied by costs, especially in terms of
faculty members’ time and effort. The new undergraduate education requires a careful
consideration of workloads and reward structures. The typical single metric of published
research to indicate the quality of faculty performance does not fit the needs of those who
are serious about regularly engaging students.

Advice to Undergraduate Psychology Students

Some implications of the new undergraduate education are obvious. Engaged students are
not passive consumers. They will seek information that will help them enhance their own
educations. Advisers who wish to help them will be wise to anticipate their needs. What
advice should be given those students whose aim is to be engaged? First, they should find
psychology departments, faculty members, and courses that emphasize active learning,
inside and outside the classroom. Second, they should look for the presence of opportunities
for integrative seminars, service learning projects, appropriate forms of field experiences,
study abroad, and, perhaps most important, research experiences with faculty members and
graduate students.

Third, outside the psychology department itself, students should look for experiences
that use and enhance their academic learning, not for ones that interfere with or detract from
their academic experiences. In a transformed educational setting, they should develop



personal goals that integrate academics, resident life, work, and leisure pursuits. The holistic
vision of the contributors to Transforming Undergraduate Education suggests that those
kinds of goals are not only realistic but also essential to the future success of students.

The overall message of the advocates for a transformed education is that students
should be seeking challenge, complexity, and hard work rather than complacency and
passivity. They should be seeking the knowledge and skills of a liberal arts perspective that
produce the only education that lasts: one that results in students who have learned how to
learn and have learned to want to learn more.

The Role of Psychologists in the Reform of
Undergraduate Education

The authors of the 15 chapters and 10 case studies in this book include sitting and former
college presidents, directors of university teaching centers, provosts, administrators of a
variety of higher education associations, and faculty members from a wide array of
disciplines. Conspicuous in their presence are many authors with psychology connections.
Psychologists have expertise that is especially useful in thinking about undergraduate
education. Knowledge of late adolescent and early adult development, of learning and
teaching, and of methods of assessment can and does inform attempts to change how
undergraduates are educated. Insight into assessment is particularly important in helping
reformers appropriately measure the complex outcomes of actively engaging students.

This volume should be of special interest to administrators and faculty members who
are considering changes in how their colleges and universities deal with undergraduate
students. Faculty members in psychology departments will learn some new ideas and will
also see much of the work they have been doing affirmed. Of special importance is the
advice given about how to organize connections between students’ lives inside and outside
the classroom. The idea of bridging theory and practice is a good one, but building those
bridges requires a good plan.
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