
Overview: Two psychology faculty reorganize a 
large active and collaborative learning course 
around authentic, problem-centered learning. 

PSYC 333: Child Development
• Upper division for majors and non-majors
• 210 students in two sections (90 and 120)
• Moved to active learning classroom (LEEP2)
• Progressive redesign efforts since 2010

Key Course Goals:
1. Develop evidence-based arguments about 5 

principles in developmental science (DS) (e.g., 
Nature and nurture interact) about which students 
have frequent misconceptions

2. Apply knowledge of DS to solve pressing problems
3. Communicate principles/applications in writing

2016 Course Iteration:
• Pre-class reading quizzes
• Fixed learning teams using “catme” tool
• Class time organized around short team-based 

Engaged Learning Activities (ELAs)
• Students wrote integrative “case study” each unit
• Two-stage (individual and team) exams 
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Spring 2017 Modifications

Student Performance (so far)

Reflections and Future Directions

• Problem- and case-based learning can foster 
understanding of complex developmental science 
principles that are frequently misunderstood. 

• Students show gains in use of research to support 
their problem solutions, but this area needs greater 
growth. 

• Analyses of assessment dimensions aligned with 
different ELAs will enable us to identify the most 
effective ELAs.

Understanding of Developmental Science Principles
Students show improved explanation and application 
of widely-misunderstood DS ideas, even when 
applied to complex problems.

Critical Thinking: Interpreting and Using Research
• From Unit 1 to Unit 3 students showed small 

improvements in interpretation of research results 
and use of research support

• Use of Research support is a relative weakness 
that we are still targeting in Unit 4. 

Weekly Problem- or Case-Centered Learning (in class)

2016  Challenge 2017 Solution
More support for student 
critical thinking- analysis 
and use of research to 
support claims

Science Fridays (SciFri)  
Students read journal article 
and discuss/analyze/apply in 
class

ELAs needed more 
structure and coherence

Problem-Centered ELAs
Organized weekly ELAs around 
real-world or simulated 
problems and cases.

Unit-level assessments 
needed to be streamlined, 
more authentic

Authentic Assessments 
Unit assessments asked 
students to analyze authentic 
problems/cases, with individual 
and team products

Example 1- A Child’s Lot in Life
For 2 weeks of material on emotional development, 
attachment and self, teams draw cards describing a 
particular infant’s early temperament and 
developmental context (parents, SES, social support, 
culture). Teams generate a child bio at age 17, 
explaining how and why their specific combination of 
child and context gave rise to the outcome. 

Example 2- The Columbine Tragedy
Over 2 weeks of material on Peers, moral 
development and prosocial and antisocial behavior, 
students produce a “video skits” or a simulated news 
program posing as experts to analyze developmental 
influences on the actions of one of the shooters.

Example 3- THERE on Mars
To consider social and cultural influences on 
development, students are given an ad for a new 
planned community on Mars (“THERE”). Teams 
analyze policies, customs, systems etc. to 
decide whether it is a community they would 
want for their future child or grandchild, and why. 

Authentic Integrative Unit Assessments

Unit 2 Individual Assessment- The 
Fiint Water Crisis: Damaging Children

Unit 2 Team Assessment- Design 
an Intervention for Flint Children

At the end of Unit 2 on Cognitive 
Development, students read a synopsis 
of the Flint water crisis and a research 
report on lead effects. A series of prompts 
asked them to analyze the potential 
effects of lead on multiple aspects of 
children’s cognitive development 

Students wrote a proposal to the State of 
Michigan to fund an empirically-supported 
educational intervention to foster optimal 
developmental outcomes for the children 
of Flint. Teams “piloted” a sample 
intervention activity with other teams and 
used feedback to improve their plans.
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Figure 1. Pretest
% of Students Who Responded 

Correctly Questions about DS Principles
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Figure 2. Post-Test:
% of Students Who Showed Competence 

on DS Principles in Unit Assessments
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Figure 3. Distribution of Performance on Critical Thinking 
Components of Unit 1 and Unit 3 Assessments
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