Finally, the responses to Question 29, which asked about
the extent students believe the first day of class is important
in setting the tone for the rest of the semester, appeared con-
sistent with the forced-choice data (Items 3 and 4). About
60% reported that the first day of class is very important
(44.5%) or important (15.1%) in setting the tone for the class
over the course. This finding is supported by several written
qualifications to this question, which included statements re-
garding how students changed their minds about the class
based on other factors besides the first day of class (e.g., “It is
somewhat important ... things change throughout the se-
mester,” “Fairly important, however the tone can be changed
throughout the course”).

Our data do not imply that students know or understand
what is most advantageous for them with regard to structuring
the first day. More research is needed to examine effective
first-day activities that will likely produce the most successful
student learning outcomes, perhaps by comparing first-day
practices across different psychology courses. Nonetheless, we
recommend that on the first day of class instructors clearly
state their expectations of the students by focusing on the
course structure and requirements. Teachers should consider
using the first day of class to review key policies and proce-
dures, such as attendance, contact information, and course
content, rather than to share personal information, engage in
ice-breaker activities, or intimidate their students (see also
Forsyth, 2003). In addition, teachers need not worry about
having a bad first day—students appear cognizant that factors
beyond the first day influence their impressions of the teacher
and the class as the academic term progresses.
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This article describes an activity designed to encourage students’
critical thinking skills as they evaluate popular portrayals of mem-
ory phenomena in feature films. The activity is adaptable for any
course with an extensive treatment of human memory such as cog-
nitive psychology or learning and memory.

A fundamental goal of many psychology courses is to pro-
vide students with the tools necessary to become critical con-
sumers of psychology. As critical consumers, students are
able to assess the logic, reasoning, methodology, and implica-
tions of psychological claims presented both in traditional re-
search formats (e.g., refereed journals) and in the popular
media. Of particular importance, they are able to compare
and contrast popular depictions of psychological concepts
with empirical findings. In this article, we describe an activity
designed to encourage critical thinking skills as students
evaluate popular portrayals of memory phenomena in feature
films.

Many authors have documented the pedagogical value of
feature films in psychology courses, using films to augment
discussions of clinical psychology (e.g., Badura, 2002; Pad-
dock, Terranova, & Giles, 2001; Rosenstock, 2003), devel-
opmental psychology (e.g., Cavanaugh, 1999; Whitbourne &
Collins, 1999), social psychology (e.g., Boyatzis, 1994; Kirsh,
1998), and cognitive psychology (Conner, 1996). These au-
thors and others (e.g., Dorris & Ducey, 1978; Fleming,
Piedmont, & Hiam, 1990) have cited many benefits of using
films in their courses, including increased student engage-
ment, enhanced understanding of complex psychological is-
sues, and improved critical evaluation skills.

Although this literature abounds with film suggestions for
clinically oriented courses (e.g., personality, abnormal, coun-
seling), suggestions for cognitively oriented courses (e.g.,
cognitive psychology, learning and memory) are relatively
scant. This marked absence of relevant literature is rather
surprising given the prevalence of film treatments of cogni-
tive phenomena. For instance, a recent search of the Ameri-
can Film Institute (1999) Catalog of Feature Films, which
documents every U.S. film from 1893 to 1970 (except 1951
to 1960), revealed that the topics of amnesia and memory
loss were integral to nearly 300 films. The Internet Movie Da-
tabase (2004) indicated that, since 1970, more than 40 U.S.
films addressed these topics; 15 of these films have been pro-
duced since 2000. Clearly, a wealth of material exists that
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could enhance comprehension, discussion, and critical eval-
uation of information in cognitive, learning, and memory
courses.

We outline the procedures for a collaborative, feature film
activity designed for any course with an extended treatment
of human memory (for discussion of the benefits of collabora-
tive learning and guidelines for the effective use of group pro-
jects, see Giordano & Hammer, 1999; Meyers, 1997). The
activity serves as a capstone experience that requires stu-
dents to apply the knowledge and skills that they gained
throughout the course. Unlike many film activities, which re-
quire substantial class time to show and then discuss a movie,
students complete the majority of work on this project out-
side of class; only two sessions are necessary for in-class pre-
sentations and discussion. Although used in classes of 40
students or less, instructors could adapt this activity for larger
groups as well.

Activity Materials and Procedure

Small groups of students (3 to 5 members) select a film
from an instructor-approved list (e.g., see Table 1) and view
the film as homework assignment. Typically, I place films on
reserve in the library; more ambitious instructors, however,
may coordinate the presentation of a “Memory Movie Week”
with their local chapter of Psi Chi or Psychology Club. In ad-
dition to viewing the film, the groups need to search the
memory literature for two relevant empirical articles (subject
to instructor approval). For instance, students viewing the
film Memento (Ryder & Nolan, 2000) might choose to read a
case study of a person with anterograde amnesia (e.g., Wilson
& Wearing, 1995) and an examination of pertinent coping

and rehabilitation techniques (e.g., Andrewes & Gielewski,
1999). A group critiquing the film The Mgjestic (Behnke &

Table 1. Brief List of Memory Feature Films

Topic/Title Citation

Retrograde amnesia and
memory suppression
Eternal Sunshine of the Bushell, Williamson, & Gondry
Spotless Mind (2004)
The Majestic Behnke & Darabont (2001)

Regarding Henry Greenhut & Nichols (1991)
Paris, Texas Sievernich & Wenders (1984)
Mirage Keller & Dmytryk (1965)

Shadow on the Wall
Random Harvest
Anterograde amnesia

Sisk & Jackson (1950)
Franklin & LeRoy (1942)

50 First Dates Ewing, Lupi, Roach, & Segal
(2004)
Memento Ryder & Nolan (2000)
Hypnosis, memory loss, and
recovery
The Curse of the Jade Tenenbaum & Allen (2001)
Scorpion
Dead Again Pollack & Branagh (1991)

The Manchurian Candidate Koch & Frankenheimer (1962)
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Darabont, 2001) might select an investigation of retrograde
amnesia stemming from head trauma (e.g., Ross, 2000) and
an article reviewing amnesia assessment procedures (e.g.,
Mayes, 1995). I also direct students to read a variety of other
primary and secondary sources placed on reserve (e.g.,
Erdelyi, 1993; Kihlstrom & Barnhardt, 1993; Neath &
Surprenant, 2002; Schacter, 1996).

Each group’s objective is to prepare a written report (four
to six pages) that critically compares the film’s portrayal of
memory with the empirical evidence gleaned from the arti-
cles, the textbook, and other course activities. When writing
the paper, it is important for students to (a) describe the cur-
rent state of knowledge in the literature (e.g., What are the
common causes, symptoms, and treatments of retrograde am-
nesia? What methods have been used to study retrograde am-
nesia?), (b) provide a general synopsis of the film, (c) offer
specific examples of how the film depicts memory, and (d)
evaluate the aspects of the film that are consistent or incon-
sistent with empirical findings. In addition to the paper, each
group is responsible for preparing a 15-min presentation of
their findings for an in-class discussion. Students should pro-
vide important details from the journal articles as well as brief
clips from the film to better illustrate their evaluation.

An interesting variation of the previous activity is a histori-
cal comparison of portrayals of memory in film and in the em-
pirical literature. In this task, students view two films from
different decades and compare their depictions of memory
with one another and with the current literature. For example,
agroup interested in retrograde amnesia may contrast Random
Harvest (Franklin & LeRoy, 1942) with Regarding Henry
(Greenhut &Nichols, 1991). In addition to the guidelines sug-
gested earlier, students’ written reports should consider (a)
whether film treatments of memory accurately reflected the
research available at the time, and (b) whether these treat-
ments grew more sophisticated or more accurate over time. If,
indeed, the depictions are incongruent with one another or
with research of the time, students need to consider the origins
of such discrepancies. Although the historical variation is al-
ways an option each semester, typically most groups choose to
complete the standard version of this activity.

Evaluations and Conclusions

To assess whether this activity encouraged students to
think critically, we adapted the critical thinking rubric de-
signed by Washington State University (WSU, 2005) and
evaluated the 11 written group reports from my last two cog-
nitive psychology courses. The WSU rubric isolates seven
characteristics of critical thinking and allowed us to assess
whether the groups were able to (a) identify and summarize
the main question at issue; (b) present their own hypothesis
and perspective; (c) consider other salient perspectives and
positions; (d) identify and assess the key assumptions that un-
derlie the issue; (e) assess the quality of the supporting evi-
dence; (f) consider the influence of context on this issue; and
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(g) identify and assess the conclusion, implications, and con-
sequences.

Each author independently evaluated each written report
using a separate 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(very weak) to 3 (average) to 5 (very strong) for each of the
seven characteristics. Following this task, we discussed the
motivation behind each rating for each paper, and, in the
event of an inconsistent rating, we continued the discussion
until achieving consensus. Overall, on 88.31% of the ratings,
we provided ratings that were either identical or within 1 rat-
ing point (50.64% identical); the remaining ratings differed
by 2 points. Following discussion and consensus, the group
projects received mean ratings for identifying the main ques-
tion (M = 4.18, SD = 0.60), presenting their own hypothesis
(M = 4.00, SD = 0.63), assessing the quality of supporting
evidence (M = 3.82, SD = 0.60), identifying the conclusions
and implications (M = 4.00, SD = 0.54), considering other
positions (M = 3.91, SD = 0.77), identifying key underlying
assumptions (M = 3.00, SD = 0.30), and considering the in-
fluence of context (M = 3.91, SD = 0.30). More important,
each overall mean rating was average or above, which sug-
gests that students engaged in all of the essential characteris-
tics of critical thinking, although with varying degrees of
mastery. Given the low rating of 3.00 for “identifying key un-
derlying assumptions,” these data also suggest that, in the fu-
ture, we may need to alter the project’s instructions so that
students are asked to attend more to the context and under-
lying assumptions of their research.

In addition to evaluating the written reports, 19 students
in the course rated various aspects of the activity on a 10-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (extremely low) to 10
(extremely high). Students reported that the exercise was an
interesting (M = 8.37, SD = 1.34), effective (M = 8.58, SD
= 1.35), and enjoyable (M = 8.68, SD = 1.00) learning ex-
perience that encouraged them to think critically about the
course material (M = 8.53, SD = 1.12). Students also pro-
vided brief written evaluations of the project in which they
addressed the positive and negative aspects of the assignment
as well as whether future film activities should be collabora-
tive or individual in nature.

The written student assessments of this activity were posi-
tive. For instance, one student remarked, “The best aspect of
the project was being able to think critically about the mate-
rial and apply it to something that interests most people
(movies).” Another student stated, “I loved applying knowl-
edge from our class to real world situations.” Some students
commented that they wished they had been able to see all of
the movies before the discussion, but they realized that show-
ing all of the films in class was not feasible. Of the 19 students
surveyed, only 4 reported that they would prefer completing
the assignment individually. The 15 students who favored
the collaborative design suggested that working in groups en-
hanced their comprehension of the memory literature and
aided in their evaluation of the film. In particular, one stu-
dent commented, “I liked working with group members be-
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cause they exposed me to ideas about the film that I was un-
aware of or had missed. Plus, it was an important experience
to learn to work with others.”

This activity affords students an opportunity to exercise
their critical thinking skills with an enjoyable, yet challeng-
ing, task that is relevant to their everyday lives. The task itself
requires little preparation on the part of the instructor and
calls for relatively little class time. In its present form, the task
is best suited for a smaller course (less than 40 students) with
extensive coverage of human memory, such as cognitive psy-
chology or learning and memory. However, with a few modi-
fications to the format of the discussion and the paper,
instructors could use this activity with larger classes as well.
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This study examined the effects that exposure to research
methodology coursework has on students’ interests in scien-
tist and practitioner activities. Consistent with previous re-
search, there was a positive correlation between scientific
and practitioner interests. Exposure to instruction in re-
search methods was associated with a loss of interest in scien-
tific activities even for students who had strong interests in
scientific occupations.

Interests in research among psychologists, psychology
graduate students, and undergraduates is a much-discussed
issue (Kimble, 1984; Mallinckrodt, Gelso, & Royalty, 1990;
Stricker, 1997; Vittengl et al., 2004.) Leong and Zachar
(1991) and Aspenson et al. (1993) demonstrated that inter-
ests in research and interests in practice are negatively corre-
lated among graduate students. With undergraduate
psychology majors, a somewhat different picture has ap-
peared. Both Zachar and Leong (1992) and Leong, Conant,
and Zachar (2004) found that among psychology majors, sci-
entist and practitioner interests are positively correlated.

The differences between undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents raise questions about the occupational interests of psy-
chology majors. We suggest that undergraduate students
enter the major with a positive bias toward psychologist ac-
tivities, a bias that enhances the positive correlation between
scientist and practitioner interests. Students presumably
form more discriminating views of what does and does not in-
terest them with increased exposure to the discipline.

In this study we examined the relation between exposure
to a research methods class and scientist and practitioner in-
terests. We have observed that many students enter psychol-
ogy with a lay conception of psychologists as clinicians rather
than as researchers and that their lay conceptions of science
do notinclude detailed knowledge of research logic. Based on
these observations, we hypothesized that students would lose
interest in scientific activities after exposure to a class in re-
search methods where such topics as operationalization and
hypothesis testing are a main focus. We also hypothesized
that psychology majors with strong interests in investigative
occupations such as chemist and biologist would be less likely
than other psychology majors to lose interest in research after
exposure to a research methods class. Furthermore, we hy-
pothesized that exposure to the content offered in a research
methods class would have no effect on practitioner interests.
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