
PSYCH 270 Section 1: Introduction to Abnormal Psychology 

Fall 2015 

 

Professor: Melanie D. Hetzel-Riggin, Ph.D      Course Meets: TR 1-2:15pm  

Office: 108 Turnbull                                   in 124 Obs Building 

Phone: (814) 898-6949 (I RARELY check)  Office Hours:  TR 11:30am-12:45pm  

Email: mdh33@psu.edu (BEST CONTACT!)   or by appt. 

       

Course Description (from the University Bulletin): This course focuses on some of the topics and 

questions people most commonly ask about psychology: What are the different psychological disorders, 

and what are they like? How do clinicians diagnose someone with a disorder? What do therapists 

actually do in therapy? Course objectives include: (a) examine historical and current conceptions of 

normal and abnormal behavior; (b) survey the origins, symptoms, and characteristics of several adult 

psychological disorders; and (c) introduce the main treatment approaches for psychological disorders. 

The course is designed to be accessible to both Psychology majors and others. Psychology B.A. and 

Psychology B.S. majors may use the course toward the 200-level breadth requirement of the major.  

 

Expanded Course Description 

For many of you who plan on going on to careers in psychology, this is an important introductory course 

that will be the foundation for your later learning of psychopathology. For others, this course can help 

you understand how mental disorders may affect your own life or the lives of others including family, 

friends, and co-workers. 

 

When we are considering the topic of mental health, we must understand what is "normal" and what is 

not. To be able to make that distinction we need some basic skills. We must be able to: 

 Observe behavior carefully and objectively, seeing patterns in behaviors; 

 Understand the behavior in context for that individual, setting and culture; 

 Identify developmental and cultural norms and compare people’s behavior to these; 

 Compare behavior with some overarching definition of mental health. 

In other words, sometimes it "makes sense" to be anxious. Sometimes it is "abnormal" to react with 

laughter. We will approach the goals described above using the current diagnostic system. We will work 

to understand the reasons why someone may develop certain psychological problems within the context 

of their biological, familial, and societal influences. We will also glance at accepted treatment strategies 

for particular diagnostic categories. 

 

This course will provide you with an introduction to the field of psychopathology, the scientific study of 

abnormal behavior.  We will explore abnormality within historical, social, and cultural contexts, as well 

as the various predominating paradigms.  Each major disorder, its etiology, symptoms, and preferred 

treatment strategy will be examined, using case material to supplement the chapter text.  Throughout the 

course, we will look at major research issues as they relate to both the causal factors of each disorder 

and the efficacy of current treatments and interventions. Course content will be presented in a highly 

interactive manner, using a combination of lecture, interactive activities, and current video resources. By 

the end of this course, you should gain a firm foundation in the major diagnostic categories as well as 

the various theoretical lenses through which one can research and treat psychopathology.  It is also 

anticipated that you will gain an appreciation for the complexity of human behavior, and increased 

compassion for individuals with mental illnesses.  You will be encouraged not only to learn what 
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clinical scientists have discovered so far about the nature of mental disorders, but also to grapple with 

some of the controversial issues and unresolved questions that psychologists face as they seek to better 

understand, prevent, and alleviate psychological suffering. 

 

Course Objectives 

By the end of the course students will be able to: 

 Understand the nature of abnormal behavior and mental illness. 

 Understand the process of assessing such behavior and the most commonly used system for 

classifying psychological disorders. 

 Be familiar with and able to discuss several different theoretical perspectives on psychological 

disorders. 

 Be familiar with the research methods used and research findings on various psychological 

disorders.  

 For each of the disorders included in the DSM-5, identify the symptoms, treatments, and theories 

about the causes (etiology). 

 Understand various legal issues relevant to mental illness and abnormal behavior. 

 Explain the ethical, cultural, and legal issues that are especially relevant to this area of 

psychology.  

 Apply what you have learned to specific controversies in abnormal psychology. 

 Think and write critically about controversial issues related to psychopathology. 

 

Required Texts 
Gorenstein, E.E., & Comer, R.J. (2015). Case studies in abnormal psychology (2

nd
 ed.). New York: 

Worth.  

Nevid, J.S., Rathus, S.A., & Greene, B. (2014). Abnormal psychology in a changing world (9
th

 ed.). 

Boston: Pearson.  

 

Recommended Text:  
American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (5

th
 

ed.). Washington, DC: Author. 

 

Supplementary Readings 
Additional handouts, articles, exercises, or other readings may be assigned throughout the semester. 

 

Course Website and Communication Plan 

My primary way of communicating to everyone will be through ANGEL/Canvas. I will post any 

announcements regarding class or assignments on ANGEL/Canvas. Please check each day before class 

for any announcements. Additional materials, such as course syllabi, readings, audio recordings, 

homework, discussion boards, exams, quizzes, and/or other material will be made available on the web 

site throughout the semester. In addition, I will post the grades to the web site grade book.  

 

The site address is https://angel.psu.edu/. Look for the course in which you are enrolled. You will need a 

valid Penn State Access Account in order to gain access to the site. Please see me if you need additional 

help and I will walk you through the validation procedure. You may also call the campus computer 

consultants at 814-898-6415 or email them at bditHELP@psu.edu. Helpdesk staff assists with 

computing questions and computer hardware/software problems.   

https://angel.psu.edu/
mailto:bditHELP@psu.edu


 

Contacting Me 

Please utilize your Penn State email account when contacting me via email. Make sure the class number 

and section number, as well as your last name, are in the subject line. If you do not include these in the 

subject line I may overlook the email. I generally receive about 100 emails a day and have an active junk 

filter on my email, so please follow these instructions.  

 

I generally respond to emails within a 24-hour period (except some weekends when I am away and 

during scheduled holidays and breaks). If you do not receive a reply message within that time frame, 

please resend your message, as there must have been either A) a technical error in the retrieval process 

or B) I am trapped under something heavy and cannot get to a computer. Since in most cases, the answer 

will not be B, please resend it! Also keep in mind that if you are sending me a message of an urgent 

nature regarding technical issues, please recheck your email or ANGEL account shortly thereafter about 

any instructions that I may provide to assist you. You may miss a window of opportunity for any 

resubmissions if you are not checking your Penn State email and/or ANGEL account on a regular basis. 

Please get into the habit of checking both accounts for important messages that I may send throughout 

the semester.  

 

This class is web-enhanced, which means that a large majority of your work will be submitted or done 

online. This will allow more time for us to review the material in class, lessens the impact of paper 

waste on the environment, and helps to prepare you for other courses in which technological skills are 

needed. Taking online exams, completing case studies, and submitting papers must be done through the 

ANGEL/Canvas system. Failure to utilize these online systems will result in a poor grade in the course. 

If you have any problems or hesitations about the technology involved, please contact me as soon as 

possible in the beginning of the semester. I have found that many students enjoy the flexibility and 

convenience that the online enhancements have given them in this course. 

 

Grading 

Your grade in this class will be determined using contract grading. Contract grading differs from 

traditional grading in two ways. With contract grading, greater emphasis is placed on mastery of the 

material and the system permits students to take a more active role in their learning experience. 

 

You will choose what grade you would like to earn in this class, and how you would like to earn that 

grade. Each grade in this class has associated with it specific criteria, and you will select how you will 

meet the criteria (i.e., what assignments you want to do). After your choices have been made, we will 

complete the grade contract that we will both sign. At the end of the semester, if you have met all of the 

criteria of your contract, you will earn the grade you contracted for. If you have not met your contract 

criteria, you will be assigned the highest grade for which you have met the criteria.  

 

Exams. There will be five exams. Each exam will cover three chapters in the Nevid text book and the 

related class notes, videos, and other materials. Exams will consist of 60 multiple choice questions. All 

of these exams will be completed online through ANGEL/Canvas. You may retake each exam as many 

times as you want during the availability period days in order to earn a passing score (80%); however, 

the questions will change each time you take it. Your highest score will be recorded. I strongly 

encourage you to take the exams early. Do not wait until the last minute in order to give yourself 

enough time to retake them if you are not happy with your scores. You can begin each exam from any 



location that has access to ANGEL/Canvas and you will have 60 minutes to complete each exam. Please 

note that once you begin you cannot stop and restart, so please make sure you are in a location that is 

conducive to exam-taking. Please see the class schedule for exam availability and due dates. Exams will 

be open at 12:01 am the day they open and close at 11:59 pm on the end date. 

 

Case Studies. Over the course of the semester you will have an opportunity to complete 12 case studies 

from the Gorenstein & Comer text. Each case study will correspond with the content of the Nevid text. 

Before the due date, you will need to read the case study and answer the four questions posted as an 

assessment on ANGEL/Canvas. Please make sure to use your own words and PARAPHRASE the 

readings – direct quotations will be considered plagiarism. Each of the case studies is due at 8 am the 

day of the class in which we will be discussing the case. Grading for each question will be the following: 

Excellent (5); Good (4); Fair (3); Poor (2); Unacceptable (1); No response (0). Due dates for the studies 

are listed in the syllabus. Anyone who submits before this deadline will have the opportunity to revise a 

non-passing score one time in the three days following the due date to earn a passing score (passing 

score is 80%). 

 

Writing Activities. There are four possible writing activities for this course: research participation 

engagement and reflection, a film review, a public act of deviant behavior, or creating a website. More 

information will be provided on each of these options. Due dates for the writing activities are listed in 

the syllabus. You may rewrite any non-passing writing assignment one time to earn a passing score 

(passing score is 80%). All writing assignments should be submitted through ANGEL/Canvas and are 

due at 11:59pm on the dates listed.  

 

In-Class Participation Activities. While I do not require attendance, we will be engaging almost every 

day in in-class participation activities. These are completed in class and are graded pass/fail; if you miss 

class you will not be able to make them up. These will be graded based on the percentage of in class 

participation activities you complete over the course of the semester. We will usually have one activity 

per day in class.   

 

Here is a copy of the contract grading scheme for this course: 

If you want to earn an A: Pass 5 exams, 11 case studies, 3 WAs; Complete 90% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn an A-: Pass 5 exams, 10 case studies, 2 WAs, Complete 87% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn a B+: Pass 5 exams, 9 case studies, 2 WAs, Complete 83% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn a B: Pass 5 exams, 8 case studies, 2 WAs, Complete 80% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn a B-: Pass 4 exams, 7 case studies, 1 WA, Complete 77% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn a C+: Pass 4 exams, 6 case studies, 1 WA, Complete 73% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn a C: Pass 4 exams, 5 case studies, 1 WA, Complete 70% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn a D: Pass 4 exams, 5 case studies, Complete 63% of ICPAs 

If you want to earn an F: Fail to meet the minimum criteria for a passing (D) grade 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHECK 

WHEN 

DONE 

REQUIREMENTS 

ASSIGNMENTS COMPLETED (CIRCLE WHEN DONE); 

ONLY CIRCLE ASSIGNMENTS SUBMITTED ON TIME 

AND PASSED 

 Exams (80% or higher) 1            2              3               4            5 

 
Case Study Assignments 

(80% or higher) 

1            2              3               4            5          6   

7            8              9              10          11 

 
Writing Activities (WA) 

(80% or higher) 

Research Participant ___ 

Film Review ____ 

Public Act of Abnormal Behavior ___ 

Website ___ 

 
In-Class Participation Activities 

(ICPA) (P/F) 
___% 

  

General Expectations and Information  

First, you can expect this course to be challenging, interesting, and at times demanding. This course is 

designed to include different activities for learning and hence may challenge everyone in different ways. 

Though the tried and true standard of textbook reading will be necessary, it will not alone be sufficient 

to succeed in this course.  

 

Second, please expect that some topics covered in the course will invoke new or difficult thoughts 

and/or feelings. Remember to be respectful of others thoughts, opinions, and experiences. That being 

said, it is expected that students do not engage in the perpetuation of stereotypes, discrimination, 

prejudice, or other forms of bias and intolerance. Please see your instructor if you have further questions 

or concerns regarding this expectation.  

 

Finally, due to the nature and content of this course you may experience instances of discomfort as well 

as curiosity. It is often tempting for people to start diagnosing themselves and/or their friends and family 

when they learn about the criteria for different mental disorders. Please remember that diagnoses should 

be made by professionals with the appropriate training, and that many people can show some 

characteristics of a disorder without experiencing clinically significant distress or impairment. If you 

wish to seek a clinical evaluation, or if you encounter personal issues you would like to explore in 

further depth, I would recommend you consider speaking with a counselor at Personal Counseling 

Center, Reed Union Building 1, (814) 898-6504. 

 

Preparation for Class. Class meetings will involve discussion and participation by all members of the 

class (not just me). This type of active participation is both a better way to learn and a lot more 

interesting (and fun) than simply listening to lectures. To facilitate learning, it is important for you to 

prepare as much as possible for class meetings by conscientiously completing the reading assignments 

before the start of class. While doing the assigned readings, actively search for the information relevant 

to the learning objectives. Then, come to class prepared to discuss what you have learned and to ask any 

questions you might have. The preparation for and participation during classes are intended to be 

learning activities. That means that your comments in class are not expected to always be correct. 

Making mistakes is part of the learning process. Some of this material is difficult and a certain degree of 

confusion, uncertainty, or misinterpretations is to be expected (in addition, in some cases there won’t be 

’right‘ or ’wrong‘ answers, just points of view). So, do not be afraid to be wrong.  

 



Note that during class meetings we probably will not have time to discuss all the material, or all aspects 

of those learning objectives that we do discuss. Therefore, I will focus our class time on what I think is 

most difficult or likely to be misunderstood or on providing additional information not available in the 

readings. Note that you are responsible for all information relevant to the learning objectives that is 

presented in the assigned readings (even if we do not discuss it during class meetings) and/or in class 

(even if it is not mentioned in the readings). Exams will include questions from the reading, lecture, and 

assignments. Therefore, if you feel confused or uncertain about any material (whether or not it is 

discussed in class) it is your responsibility to let me know so that I can clarify that material for you. This 

can be done in class and/or by coming to see me during office hours.  

 

I strongly encourage you to talk with me individually throughout the semester if you have any questions 

concerning course material or about how you are doing in the class. If you are having problems in the 

course, do not wait too long to talk with me, come early in the semester while there is still time to 

improve. Of course, you are also welcome to come speak with me even if you are not having difficulties 

but are just interested in the material and would like further information. If you cannot make my posted 

office hours, I will be glad to make an appointment for another time. To make an appointment, just see 

me in class or send an email.  

 

The Learning Environment  

Please cooperate with me and your fellow students to create an environment that fosters learning and 

communication. We all should be respectful in our behavior and comments, and should eliminate 

disruptions that might be distractions. Disruptions to the learning environment include (but are not 

limited to): talking while others are speaking, reading newspapers, magazines, or unrelated course 

material in class, use of personal electronic devices during class (e.g., iPods, text messaging, etc.), eating 

disruptively in class, or otherwise behaving rudely.  

 

LISTEN while others are talking. Be respectful of other students and the professor, even if you disagree. 

Monitor your own participation. For example, if you are shy, speak up in class at least once in the 

semester. If you tend to talk a lot, take a breath, count to 10, and wait to see if someone else might like 

to say something first. It is disruptive and disrespectful to me and to your follow students when you talk 

while someone else is talking. If you are talking out of turn during class while I am lecturing or a 

classmate is asking a question or making a comment, you will be asked to leave class so as not to 

interrupt others’ learning.  

 

Food and beverage is allowed in class as long as you respect others and clean-up your mess.  

 

Use, or the ringing/buzzing, of cell phones or other electronic devices is particularly disruptive. Please 

turn off these devices and store them out-of-sight before class begins. If you feel the need to text your 

friend during our class time, please step out in the hallway to do it. I reserve the right to answer texts and 

phone calls that occur during scheduled class hours. 

 

Attendance. Class attendance is a better predictor of college GPA than any other known predictor of 

academic performance, including SAT/ACT scores, high school GPA, study habits, or study skills 

(Credé et al., 2010). Students are expected to attend class regularly. In order to facilitate discussion, it is 

imperative that students read the assigned material prior to attending class. Your presence and 



participation is an essential element in this class. Active participation means that you attend class, have 

read the material, can pose and answer questions, and are invested in group activities. 

 

I respect the fact that you have a life outside of this class. Therefore, there will not be an official 

attendance policy. I am more concerned about you learning class material. Therefore, if you choose not 

to attend class, you may miss graded in-class assignments, information regarding upcoming tests, and 

further explanation of difficult concepts. You will not be able to make up the in-class assignments. If 

you are unable to attend class, feel free to contact a classmate regarding missed material. You are 

responsible for the notes that you missed.  

 

I understand that on rare occasions it might be necessary to either arrive to class late or to leave early. I 

do prefer that you come to class on those occasions when you must be a little late or leave a little early, 

rather than not attend at all. However, make every effort to avoid this if possible. On those occasions 

when it is necessary, please do so with as little disruption to the class as possible (e.g., take a seat near 

the door and enter/depart quietly).  

 

No late work will be accepted. “My computer/disk isn’t working” is not an acceptable excuse. I see it as 

the new “My dog ate my homework.” There are enough computers on this campus that you should be 

able to find one from which you can submit work as long as you plan ahead. Save your work early, 

often, and in multiple locations.  

 

Academic Dishonesty 

This course will strictly adhere to the University policies regarding individual academic integrity, and 

students are expected to conduct themselves professionally at all times, demonstrating the highest levels 

of respect for the instructor and the other students at all times. Academic integrity comes under two 

general headings: behavior toward the instructor and other students, and general integrity. The 

University defines academic integrity very clearly at: psbehrend.psu.edu/intranet/faculty-and-

staff/faculty-resources/academic-integrity/academic-integrity  

 

All students are expected to visit, review, and know the contents of this important University site. 

Dishonesty in any form will not be tolerated. Any violation of academic integrity will receive academic 

and possibly disciplinary sanctions, including the possible awarding of an XF grade which is recorded 

on the transcript and states that failure of the course was due to an act of academic dishonesty. All acts 

of academic dishonesty are recorded so repeat offenders can be sanctioned accordingly. 

 

Additionally, students are expected to abide by the Penn State Principles, to act appropriately, and to be 

considerate of other students at all times. This means behaving in ways that are non-disruptive, and are 

conducive to a vibrant learning environment. Failure to observe these policies or violation of any section 

of University Policy is punishable by receiving a failing grade, suspension from class, or other actions as 

outlined in University policies.  

 

Receiving Assistance 

If you have any special needs resulting from learning, sensory, or physical disability please see me 

during the first week of the semester so that we can discuss possible accommodations. I will hold all 

such matters in confidence and will provide any reasonable assistance. The Penn State Office of 

Disabilities can also be helpful in these circumstances. Call (814) 898-6111 to schedule an appointment. 

file:///C:/Users/mdh33/Dropbox/Teaching/PSYCH%20270/Classes/Fall%202014/psbehrend.psu.edu/intranet/faculty-and-staff/faculty-resources/academic-integrity/academic-integrity
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Extra Help  

Contact me as soon as possible for extra assistance if you discover you are having trouble. I will gladly 

reserve time to meet with you after every class if necessary. Please contact me to set up a more 

convenient time if necessary.  

 

Extra Information  

I am available at any time to recommend additional resources to any student wishing to explore this 

material in greater depth.  

 

I am a Green Dot Bystander.  
Because I know reducing the number of people on this campus who get hurt by interpersonal violence 

requires everyone doing their part, I pledge to be an active bystander, support survivors of violence and 

proactively reinforce campus prevention activities. Ask me how you can get involved too. My classroom 

and office are safe places. Please know you will be supported and heard if you have experienced any 

form of violence. If you or someone you know experience stalking, partner violence, sexual assault, or 

other forms of power-based violence, please know you are not alone. There are resources that can help: 

 Health and Wellness: 814-898-6217 

 Personal Counseling: 814-898-6504 

 Student Affairs and Residence Life: 814-898-6111 

 Police Services: 814-898-6101 (non-emergency) 

 Crime Victim Center: 814-455-9414 

 SafeNet: 814-455-1774 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



PSYCH 270 Tentative Schedules (8/24/2015 Version) 

 

Date Topics Readings/Assignments 

8/25 Introduction & Research Methods Nevid (1); Exam 1 Open 

8/27 Introduction & Research Methods  

9/1 Perspectives Nevid (2) 

9/3 Perspectives  

9/8 Class & Assessment Nevid (3) 

9/10 Class & Assessment  

9/15 Stress-Related Disorders Nevid (4) 

Exam 1 Closed/Exam 2 Open 

9/17 Stress-Related Disorders Case Study 4 Due 

9/22 Anxiety Disorders Nevid (5) 

9/24 Anxiety Disorders Case Study 1 Due 

9/29 Dissociation & Somatoform Disorders  Nevid (6) 

10/1 Dissociation & Somatoform Disorders Case Study 7 Due 

10/6 Mood Disorders Nevid (7) 

Exam 2 Closed/Exam 3 Open 

10/8 Mood Disorders Case Study 6 Due 

10/13 Substance Use Disorders Nevid (8) 

Writing Activity 1 Due 

10/15 Substance Use Disorders Case Study 10 Due 

10/20 Eating Disorders Nevid (9)  

10/22 Sleep Wake Disorders Case Study 9 Due 

10/27 Paraphilias Nevid (10) 

Exam 3 Closed/Exam 4 Open 

10/29 Sexual Dysfunction/GID Writing Activity 2 Due 

Case Study 11 Due 

11/3 Psychotic Disorders Nevid (11) 

11/5 Psychotic Disorders Case 13 Due 

11/10 Personality Disorders  Nevid (12) 

11/12 Personality Disorders Case 14 Due 

11/17 Childhood Disorders  Nevid (13) 

Exam 4 Closed/Exam 5 Open 

11/19 Childhood Disorders Writing Activity 3 Due 

Case 16 Due 



11/23-

11/27 

Thanksgiving Break No Class 

12/1 Neurocognitive Disorders  Nevid (14) 

12/3 Neurocognitive Disorders Case 19 Due 

12/8 Ethics and Law Nevid (15) 

12/10 Ethics and Law Case 18 Due 

12/14 Final Due Exam 5 Closed 

 

 

 


