'hlis series of articles appeared 1in Spring and Winter issues of Dialogue
in 1994 (Vol. 9, Nos. 1 & 2) and include a statement of the System-Topics
approach. . (Dialogue is the newsletter of the Society for Personality and
Social Psychology).



" How Should We Teach Undergraduates

About Personality? -

Undergraduate courses in person-
ality fall roughly into two general
types. The first (“Theories”) fo-
cuses primarily on the grand theo-
-ries of personality. Some instruc-
tors organize the course by spe-
cific theories or theorists, others
by theoretical approaches, such
as the psychodynamic, humanis-
tic, cognitive, behavioral, and trait
perspectives. Textbooks for these
courses are similarly organized by
specific theories, general concep-
tual approaches, or theorists.

The second type of personal-
ity course (“Personality Psychol-
ogy") is organized around major
topics, such as personality struc-
ture, self and identity, self-regula-
tion, motivation, unconscious pro-
cesses, and biological bases of
personality. Classic personality
theories are covered, but along-
side more recent theoretical and
empirical work. The textbooks for
these courses either are organized
around those same topics, or they
devote some chapters to major
theoretical orientations and other
chapters to specific topics.

Traditionally, the main under-
graduate personality course has
tended to be in the “Theories” cat-
egory. However, | think it is time
for instructors to consider the reia-
tive merits of the two types. My
purpose here is to suggest that
students who take a single course
in personality are better served by
the second type.

The classic theories course
does not adequately reflect con-
temporary personality psychology
in content, perspective, or method-
ology._ Students who take only g

/Theories” course may recsive in-
adequate exposurs 16 important
and may ave an
NKing O i eoretical and
_empirical work going on in person-
ality. In fact, a pure theories
“Tourse may give students a dis-

torted view of the present state of
knowledge and may fail to prepare
students to understand the re-
search they encounter in journals
and elsewhere. In contrast, the

‘personality psychology course ex-

poses students to both classic and
contemporary theories, perspec-
tives, findings, and methods.

Of course, many courses (and
textbooks) in theories of personal-
ity discuss research that is rel-
evant to each theory or school,
thereby exposing students to work
in contemporary personality psy-
chology. However, many impor-
tant areas of investigation in con-
temporary personality psychology
are not directly relevant to any of
the classic theories, and little of
the work being published in the
primary journals in personality
emerges from or bears upon tradi-
tional theories. As a result, much
recent research simply does not tit
easily into a course that is orga-
nized around theoretical ap-
proaches. '

A second reason for my posi-
tion is that many of the central
ideas covered in the standard
“Theories” course are unsub-
stantiated. Specifically, many of
these theoretical positions are
known to be inaccurate or inad-
equate, empirically untested, or
simply untestable. Of course
there is nothing wrong with teach-
ing theoretical positions that do

by Matk Leary

dents' attention regardless of their
viability. Consequently, studenis
spend time Tearning the details of
tmmmj
questionable validity — time that
TNt be betier spent learning
‘about what we da know about the
psychology of personality. Many
of the influential theorists’ ideas
have been supported by research
or are widely accepted even in the
absence of direct support, and
these should be covered. But we
should ask ourselves why we ex-
pect our students to learn the de-
tails of theoretical orientations of
unknown or even questionable va-
lidity except, perhaps for historical
reasons.

A third argument for my posi-
tion is that the organization of the
typical theories course is not opti-
mal for teaching students about
personality (although it may be
appropriate for teaching about
theorists or schools of thought). It
strikes me as pedagogically more
defensible to organize courses b
content rather than Dy theoretical

orientanonzz' Instead of spreading .
material regarding, for example
mvmﬁﬁépé?
~Sectons aooutseveral different
theories of tneonsts, Is it not more
S i € all of that
matenai within a single section of
Jdhecourse? Jhe coninbutions of

various theoretical orientations,
e € classic thieories, can

not yet have empirical support; the __De presented, contrasted, and ex-

absence of support for an other-
wise viable idea does not mean
that it is wrong. However, many
textbooks in thearies of personalit
present the material as if it is
known to be valid or do not ad-
equately inform the student re-
garding which ideas are and are

. not accepted within the field. Fur-

thermore, some instructors seem
to assume that all of each
theorist’s ideas are worthy of stu-
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_amined in-ight of empirical re-

search- Students will develop a
richer, more coherent understand-
ing of a particular psychological
process if all of the material on a
particular topic is presented to-
gether and integrated.

| am not suggesting that the
classic theories of personality
have no place in the undergradu-
ate curriculum. Rather, my point
is that the traditional thearies



- course may not be the course of
choice as the first or only person-
ality course that a student takes.
Furthermore, departments that
currently do not offer a course in
personality psychology should
consider implementing one.

Classic theories of personality
fit into the undergraduate -
ilil aces. Hirst,

__every course that surveys person-

—=lity psychology should include the
- major theories, as historical back-"
ground and in discussing spectfic

~——topitsTSecond, ~THEONES of Per:
sonality” is a legitimate course in -

> its own right, assuming that stu-

. dents also have the opportunity to
be exposed to contemporary per-

» sonality psychology and that stu-

dents aren’t inadverently misled to

confuse classic theories with the

> latest findings. The theories

v course is perhaps best regarded
as a second-level personality
course that students take after ob-
taining a survey of personality psy-
chology. Students who have had
such a general survey are in a bet-
ter position to appreciate a course
on theories. Third, the classic per-
sonality theorists deserve consid-

“eérable attention in_courses In the

_hist _ chol-

—agy, as well as in discussions of
the historical underpinnings of
more specific content courses.

I hope that in the not-too-dis-

taft future all psychology depart-

—ments-witoHera-coursa In per-

—sonality peyehelogy-alongside the
traditional theories course. Such a
move toward modemization of the
personality course would have ob-
vious benefits for the education of
our students.

@ Dialogue is published twice
per year by the Sociely for
Personality and Social
Psychology. Contributions are
very welcome and are subject to
editing, esp. for brevity.
Announcements, intelleciual
perspectives, news, letters,
reflections on the field, cartoons,
ULdother contributions are

appropriate. Humor columns are
needed for future issues.
Send material to R. Baumeister,
Dept. of Psychology, Case
Western Reserve U., 10900
Euclid Ave., Cleveland OH
44106-7123. (216) 368-2639.
Paid advertising is also
accepted. Contact J. Blascovich,
Dept of Psych., SUNY at

Buffalo, Amherst NY 14260, )
(716) 645-3426. Rates are $350
for full page (ad should be 10" by
7 1/4")and $200 for half page ads
(5" x 7 1/4"); discount for multiple
issue advertising. Job ads can be
placed for $50 or $1/Mword,
whichever is more.

Deadlines for all material are
March 15 and October 1. J
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Debate on How to Teach Personality

Editors' Note. Mark Leary's
column last issue on the teaching
of personality prompted a record
number (4) of responses. This is
clearly an important and contro-
versial Issue. Here are the four
replies:

A System-
Topics

Alternative
by .John D. Mayer

Lastissue, Leary argued that the
theory-by-theory personality
course provides students with an
outmoded introduction to the field
of personality psychology.
Theory-by-theory courses are
those that sequentially expose stu-
dents to the viewpoints of such
theorists as Freud, Jung, Adler,
Horney, and Maslow. Leary ar-
gued that such coursas can no
longer adequately integrate con-
temporary problems in research.
He and others (Craik, 1993) have
described an alternative course,
here termed a research topics
course, that sequentially reviews
major research areas of personal-
ity such as the unconscious, the
self, and traits. This discussion
about how to teach personaiity
psychology is perhaps more
deeply a discussion of how to
think about the field of personality
psychology itself. In this deeper
sense, both the theory-by-theory
and research-topics conceptuali-
zations of personality can be
viewed as framewarks for the field.
The framework of an aca-
demic field can be defined as an
outline for how the work in that
field is to be presented. What
makes such a framework sublime
is that it includes and organizes all
the field’s important theory and
research. As Leary and others

have noted, the research findings
of today do not always fit well
within the theories of yesterday —
or even within the theories of to-
day. The research-topics frame-
work solves this problem by cover-
ing muitiple research areas (e.g.,
the unconscious, the self, traits)
and discusses each area's theo-
ries, research, and integrative con-
clusions. The research-topics ap-
proach is extremely flexible be-
cause it covers a series of topics
that have no particular beginning,
middle, or end. As such, it can be
extended as needed. Butits
drawbacks include that it offers no
definition of personality and fails to
present the person as an inte-
grated, functioning whole.

A third alternative is the sys-
tem-tapics framework (Mayer,
1993). This framework defines
personaiity as a system and se-
quentially describes (a) its compo-
nents, (b) how those components
are organized, and (c) how those
components and their organization
function over time. In the sys-
tems-topics framework, the com-
ponents topic covers such parts of
personality as faculties (e.g.,
memory, motives), traits (e.g., ex-
traversion, emotionality), and con-
trol mechanisms (e.g., ego, id).
The organization topic describes
outside control of personality (e.g.,
situationism), distributed control
(e.g., id-ego contlicts), and hierar-
chical control (e.g., self-regula-
tion). The last, developmental
topic covers personality stability
(e.g., cross-temporal correlations),
cycles (e.g., mood swings), and
stages (e.qg., identity vs. role con-
fusion). In the system-topics ap-
proach, each section builds on
earlier sections in a cumulative
tashion — from pieces to wholes
to the growth of wholes — and dis-
cussion of more complex topics is
commensurately richer and more
complete.

Variants of this set of three
topics (i.e., components, organiza-
tion, and development) were pro-
posed by several psychologists
who made earlier attempts to reor-
ganize the field. For example,
Sears (1950) employed a version
of the three topics in his Annual
Beview chapter on personality,
where he treated the topics as es-
sentially self-explanatory. For a
few years thereafter, soms review-
ers of personality for the Annual
Beview followed Sears's outline;
later reviewers, however, dis-
carded Sears’s outline because
they said it was unclear. More re-
cently, Pervin (1990, p. 12) sug-
gested that the three topics might
form the core of personality psy-
chology, and that the field would
benefit from a greater recognition
of this possibility. The present,
system-topics framework is an ex-
plicit clarification and development
of the three topics that can be
used to represent the field of per-
sonality psychology as it exists
today. The developed framework
integrates the best personality
theory and research in such a way
as to depict people as whole, dy-
namic organisms. Because of its.
many advantages, the system-
topics framework may be among
our most promising alternatives for
conceptualizing, teaching, and re-
searching in the field of personality
psychology.
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Heritage Has

Value-

by Raobert Hogan
Mark Leary’s essay in the last is-
sue inspired the following re-
sponse in defense of “raditional”
personality psychology.

First, psychology has, over the
years, demonstrated a remarkable
talent for squandering its patri-
mony, and the consequencs is
that no one with authority in gov-
emment or industry takes us seri-
ously. Economists and historians
dictate the terms of the national
debate on issues that rightfully be-
long to psychology. For example,
economists put together the edu-
cational agenda that is being
pushed by the Dept of Labor, and
historians are leading the public
discussion about how to manage a
diverse society. In both cases the
answer depends on assumptions
about human nature, and ideas
about the nature of human nature
are an essential part of our patn-
mony — especially in personality
psychology.

Second, the articles that ap-
pear in JPSP are of interest prima-
rily to other people who publish in
JPSP. They are a fraction of the
membership of Division 8 and a
teeny fraction of the the smart
people in American society. More-
over, the articles that appear in
JPSP are written more to advance
someone’s career than they are to
advance our knowledge of human
nature. Thus, by directing stu-
dents’ attention to recent issues of
JPSP, they will learn little about
our true patrimony.

Third, as the recent cover ar-
ticle on Time magazine indicates,
Freud is, and will remain, news for
the educated public. Consider
Freud for a moment; he is the only
person who has anything interest-
ing to say about prejudice, and
that immediately brings our atten-
tion to Bosnia, Rwanda, Northern

freland, etc. Jung is the only per-
son who has something interesting
to say about the recent events in
Waco, Texas. Adler invented the
notion of self-handicapping as a
way of understanding how people
deal with deficient self-esteem.
Karen Hormey is essential for un-
derstanding the psychology of
women. Then think of Erik
Erkson and the recent lamenta-
tions of V.S. Naipaul.

My guess is that the primary
problem with current theories texts
is that they simply aren’t very
good, because they don't establish
the relevance and enduring legiti-
macy of the ideas. And thatis so
primarily because they take Hall
and Lindzey as their model. As
you know, the textbook publishing
industry won't allow tor much de-
viation—hence the long series of
Hall and Lindzey clones of a book
that was only okay at the outset.

] would like to suggest that
each of the major theories of per-
sonality began as a topic, an efiort
to understand a single problem.
For Freud, the problem was indi-
vidual differences in relations to
authority, for Jung the problem
was the role of religious belief in
mental health, for Adler the prob-
lem was how people deal with
their feelings of inadequacy, and
so on. It was only later that their
musings were expanded into full-
blown and not very adequate theo-
ries.

It seems to me that the ques-
tion today is, to what degree has
the analysis of reactions to author-
ity advanced significantly since
Freud, and so on for the rest of
them. In a surprising number of
cases, the analysis hasn’t gone
very far—take prejudice or religion
as examples. More importantly,
what we see in JPSP is people
reinventing the wheel — most fa-
mously, perhaps, Leon Festinger -
rediscovering Anna Freud'’s de-
fense mechanism of undoing —
because they aren't very well
grounded in the history of their
own discipline.
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Applying
Theories

by Robert,] Wheeler
The Spring 1994 issue of Dialogue
contained an interesting and im-
portant article by Mark Leary en-
titted “How should we teach under-
graduates about personality?”
That article bears on the role of
personality psychology, an issue
summarized last summer at the
annual APA meeting in a sympo-
sium chaired by Kenneth Craik.
Major personality psychologists
voiced concern at that time about
the dwindling relevance of person-
ality theory courses and of person-
ality as an academic field.

Personality is typically taught at
both the undergraduate and
graduate levels as a theory course
based on history and emphasizing
comparisons of conflicting theo-
ries. This not only seems of rela-
tively little importance to most stu-
dents, but it fails to reflect the cur-
rent activities in personality psy-
chology and derogates the field as
a whole. By stimulating the non-
paradigmatic prescientific aspects
ot psychology, personality is losing
its role as the integrator of psycho-
logical information and proponent
of the scientific view of human na-
ture. Academic advisors and stu-
dents tend to see the typical per-
sonality course as having little ap-
plied value and to be taken only as
a requirement.

The time has come for the
teaching of personality to be reor-
ganized to reflect the role of per-
sonality psychology as the founda-
tion upon which applied fields are
built. Experience in critical analy-
sis of conflicting theories is aca-
demnically valuable, however an
introductory or only course in per-
sonality would better use the time
to survey scientific information
about human characteristics that
have demonstrated usefulness
and validity for health, well-being,



and performance. This would be
an approach that is functional
rather than theoretical or topical.

| have used this approach and
found if worked well for an under-
graduate personality theory
course, and for a human factors
course for student pilots. It started
with the question “What is person-
ality and what are the human char-
acteristics important for health,
well-being, and performance?”
The theories started by Allport,
Cattell, Eysenck, Murray, and
Costa and McCrae were pre-
sented with a comprehensive sur-
vey of habits, traits, types, and at-
titudes currently in use. Then the
question was asked, “How does
personality work and what influ-
ences it?" The second section of
the course concerned the physi-
ological influences: psychobiology.
The third concerned unconscious
influences and the “divided self”
which involve Freud and the
psychodynamic theories. The
fourth concerned environmantal
influences involving learning theo-
ries. And the final section con-
cerned cognitive influences inciud-
ing expectancy, existential, per-
sonal construct, and actualization
theories. By using the time to fo-
cus on the portions of theories that
have been supported scientifically
or demonstrated usefulness, the
students left the course with a pic-
ture of human nature as being
complex and requiring different
approaches for different aspects.
The emphasis was on synthesis
and unification of theories rather
than separation and conflict.

Most psychologists now agree
that human behavior and cognition
are complex, sophisticated, com-
plicated, diverse, situational, and
interactional. But most recent per-
sonality textbooks disparage syn-
thesis and eclecticism as discour-
aging competitive advancement or
encouraging a lukewarm ambiva-
lence. Pattems are emerging from
the pralific, rich, and scattered
findings of empirical research that
have the potential of providing a

scientifically based explanation
of human nature. By emphasiz-
ing the situational complemen-
tarity of various “sub-theories,”
personality psychology could
help fill the philosophical vacuum
that is of concern in our society.

A Collage

of Self-

Discovery
by Randall E. QOshorne

As a college educator who
teaches courses in both person-
ality and social psychology |
have found myself faced with the
dilemma of helping students to
understand the development of
their own personality as well as
the development of individual dif-
ferences within others. Many
colleagues have asked me, "How
do we help students to experi-
ence their own personality with-
out giving them a battery of per-
sonality tests?” The answer, it
seems, is to aid them in discov-
ering exactly who they think they
are. In arelated area, it is also
useful to help students to appre-
ciate that there may be a large
difference between how they see
themselves and how others view
them. But why would such an
exercise be beneficial?

First, I think it is crucial that
students be allowed to explore
who they are. Anyone who has
ever taught the personality psy-
chology class knows that student
questions often attempt to bring
the material back to understand-
ing themseives better. Whether
we teach the personality psychal-
ogy course as a theories course
or as a personality psychology
course (as Mark Leary sug-
gested last issue), students will
question who they are as they
leam more about this thing called
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personality and all the things that
come together to mold and shape
the person. If students are engag-
ing in this kind ot self-analysis re-
gardless of how we teach the
course, it would be helpful for us to
give them some guidance in doing
S0.

Second, students often work
from the assumption that “what you
sse is what you get.” The dliche |
mention is meant to illustrate the
students’ assumption that everyone
sees them exactly as they see -
themselves. The fact that others
see us differently than we see our-
selves can be a humbling experi-
ence. Butit can be a profound
learning expenence as well. The
fact that we are not perceived ex-
actly as we had hoped, intended, or
feared, can teach us a lot about our
values and beliefs about who we
are. This point also illustrates the
importance of “subjective reality.”
The concept of subjective reality is
based on the fact that individuals
see their own unique version of re-
ality. If an individual looks at a door
and yells “Mom!” and then runs to
hug the door, it does him little good
for me to challenge his assumption
that the door is his mother. Instead,
I should be asking myseif why he
has come to view the door this way.
Only if | put aside my own subjec-
tive view of reality will | truly be in a
position to understand or appreciate
how others come to be the unique
persons that they are.

in order to aid students in such a
leaming experience, | suggest us-
ing a personality collage. With such
a technique, students are asked to
take néwspaper and magazine pho-
tos, comic strips, cartoons, adver-
tisements, headlines and such and
make a collage that shows the
world who they are. Students are
instructed to make a collage that
reflects who they are on the inside,
net just how they look. A second
part of the assignment involves stu-
dents asking someone who they
think “knows them quite well” to
make a coliage of the student’s per-
sonality. In a short paper (3-5



pages) students are instructed to
reflect on the collages and ad-
dress 7 questions: What are the
major themes of self depicted in
your collage? What are the major
similarities between the two col-
lages? What are the major differ-
ences between how you see your-
self and how the partner views
you? How did these differences
make you feel? Would you want
to eliminate these diiferences,
and, if so, what would you do to
eliminate them? What did these
differences teach you about the
other person that you didn't al-
ready know? What did these dif-
ferences teach you about yourself
that you didn't already know?

Finalfly, students are told that
their collages will be given a cer-
tain number of points just for being
completed. After all, f tell them,
how can | grade the quality of how
you depict your own personality?
The paper, then, is graded for
quality, complexity, and such. In
the end, students often incorpo-
rate many of the theories and prin-
ciples covered in the personality
course within their papers. In this
fashion, students are allowed to
experience their own personalities
and discover the importance of
subjective reality and other impor-
tant concspts from the course.
Perhaps as Mark Leary sug-
gested, then, we can find ways
such as this to integrate an under-
standing of personality theories
into the personality psychology
course that also involves the stu-
dent as an active participant in his
or her own leaming.

Editorial

Qver the years we have edited
Dialogue, the greatest volume of
responses has come in response
to columns about teaching, and
the present batch of comments on
Leary’s column is no exception. {t
is clear that issues of teaching are
extremely important to the mem-
bership of SPSP and that they are
not adequately discussed in other
forums. In that connection, we are
heartened to see that the new
journal (PSPR) has taken, as one
of its missions, the providing of a
valuable resource for lecturers.

We cannot resist adding our
own thoughts to the debate on
how best to teach personality,
having spent several years teach-
ing it ourselves and exploring sev-
eral alternatives. The conclusion
we reached about the ideal plan
differs from all existing textbooks,
unfortunately, but it combines key
features raised in Leary’s column
and the commentaries.

To be precise, we think that a
first course in personality psychol-
ogy should begin with an ex-
tended, detailed coverage of
Freud and then should leap to the
present and cover current re-
search, with some discussion of
applications. Clearly this plan is
unsightly, in that it begins with one
man’s theory and then spends the
rest of the semester working by
topics. Several reasons speak in
favor of this plan, however.

In the first place, Freud still
represents the point of departure
for much current research (and,
not incidentally, much clinical

-
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work). Moreover, Freud's influ-
ence extends beyond psychology
itself. Freud is probably the only
psychologist whom nonpsycho-
logists expect to know and dis-
cuss, and the only one about
whom it can be said that an un-
dergraduate education is deficient
if his work was omitted.

We also think that exploring
Freud in depth and detail is worth
more than a supertficial treatment
of a half dozen theories. Jung,
Adler, Erikson, and the rest do
have ample merit, of course, but
they do not need to be covered in
a first course in personality,
whereas Freud does. (Actually,
we do like to follow Freud with a
quick tour of Sullivan, as a con-
trast and as a transition.) To ap-
preciate Freud's thought, including
individual dynamics, social theory,
and cnitical reassessment, takes
several weeks and offers the stu-
dent a valuable foundation. Some
genuine understanding, rather
than a superficial list of terms, can
be reached in that time.

Apart from Freud, however,
we agree with Leary and several
of the commentators that it is im-
portant to teach students what the
field of personality encompasses
today: individual differencss, per-
sonality processes, and assess-
ment, along with the debates such
as over situationism, the Big Five,
and personality change. Covering
current research gives students a
useful insight into what the field
has to offer and should provide
some basis for applying research
findings to social problems, practi-
cal dilemmas, and self-knowledge.

Presenting current research
also helps students understand
the change in the way the field is
approached. A pure theories
course leaves many students with
the impression that the field of
persanality is constructed by spin-
ning introspection and personal
opinions into grand theories of hu-
man nature. The discipline of
having to prove one's points is it-
self a useful lesson.



