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Professor:  Dr. Ryan Bremner 
 
Office:  LL53 Roach Center for the Liberal Arts 
 
Office hours: Tuesday & Thursday 4 PM – 4:30 PM (I will stay till five if there are people 
wanting to talk – it’s unlikely that people are going to wait a half hour after class ends to come to 
my office – thus, I’m not going to sit around this ghost town of a department in January when I 
could avoid walking home over ice in the dark…), OR by appointment 
 
Email address: brem0559@stthomas.edu. Before emailing look at 
http://www.wikihow.com/Email-a-Professor and follow the instructions (Caveat: you don’t have 
to tell me what class you are in, etc. I’m only teaching one course this J-term). This is an 
introduction for you into professional emailing and will save us all some time! 
 
Positive psychology is a fairly young field, having first been formally founded in 1999. I dislike 
it’s name. Accentuation psychology might be more accurate. Not all of positive psychology is 
positive. What really characterizes it is studying things that can help people who have nonclinical 
disorders. This has been typically called “self-help” in the United States — oddly even if it’s done 
with others (you may have heard of “self-help groups”). What distinguishes this from non-self-
help is that people who engage in this want to improve their lives in some way, but either don’t 
have a clinical disorder, or don’t want to seek help from a therapeutic professional for a clinical 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/the-worlds-happiest-man-is-a-tibetan-monk-105980614/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/the-worlds-happiest-man-is-a-tibetan-monk-105980614/
mailto:brem0559@stthomas.edu
http://www.wikihow.com/Email-a-Professor


disorder that they do have, or are already seeking help from a therapeutic professional and want 
to do more. 
 
So what characterizes positive psychology is not that it is positive in some way – many 
researchers share my dislike for the term – but that it is the scientific study of what has typically 
been the purview of self-help and religion. 
 
Because the field is so young there are no good textbooks [instructor example]. Feel free to ask 
Dr. Braswell who also teaches this course and she will tell you the same thing. I used one of these 
textbooks previously when teaching the course and it was painful. They consist largely of lists. 
 
Thus, what I have decided to do is create my own – represented by the lectures that will 
eventually turn into a book. This is the perfect type of course and the perfect topic for a lecture. 
The purpose of having professors lecture at all, as opposed to having you simply read a textbook 
is that the professor would compile the most up-to-date knowledge about the field in some sort 
of comprehensive way that wasn’t available through reading. That’s what I intend to attempt 
here. It is an attempt to put all of this research in context, as opposed to having you read 200 lists 
that you will almost immediately forget. 
 
For that reason, it is difficult to estimate what topics people will have more questions about and 
thus will take additional time to explain, what topics will take less time to explain, etc. Thus I will 
continue writing the lectures and adjusting the schedule dynamically throughout the course of 
this month, responding to confusion and levels of interest, etc. For that reason, immediately at 
the end of each lecture you will fill out a brief survey that will give me information about what 
you found most confusing, interesting, and a few other questions, such as: “At what point were 
you most engaged? At what point were you least engaged? What objections come to mind?” If 
there is time I’ll review the responses while you are engaging in the in-class activity – and I will 
respond to it either that same class session or the next class session. 
 
Importantly, as Chris Peterson, one of the most highly cited social scientists of all time and one of 
the founders of the field, stated: “Positive psychology not a spectator sport.” It would be bizarre 
to have you learn all of this information intellectually about ways to improve one’s life, and not 
apply any of it. This is the reason for the activities, both in class and outside of class.  
 
IDEA course goals 
 
One widespread criticism of college education is that it does not prepare students for life or work 
after college. The goals of this course, drawn from the outstanding IDEA framework of education 
utilized by St. Thomas, will respond to that criticism with force! 
 
Goal 1: Gaining factual knowledge (terminology, classifications, methods, trends) 
 
Everything we do in this course will be with an aim toward this goal – gaining factual knowledge 
about positive psychology, which you will be able to apply to virtually anything you do in the 
future. 
 
Goal 2: Learning to apply course material (to improve thinking, problem-solving, and 
decisions) 



 
If there’s one thing that positive psychology should be great for, it is to address the IDEA goal of 
“Learning to apply course material (to improve thinking, problem-solving, and decisions)!” 
Positive psychology is about the very stuff of your everyday lives, and every single idea in this 
course is useful for your future success in life (regardless of how you define success)! 
 

1) Discussions after class presentations 
a. These discussions will serve to help us use findings from positive psychology to 

improve our thinking about the social world by discussing examples from our own 
lives, applying the concept to future situations, discussing examples from the 
media, etc. 

2) Discussions with Partners 
a. These discussions will serve the same functions as the above. 

3) Class activities/brief presentations  
a. Varied application, critical thinking, analysis activities, some of which will involve 

reporting/presenting to the class 
4) Writing daily response papers/answers to exam questions  

a. Topics for this writing will be thinking about examples from your own lives of how 
positive psychology can be applied, applying the concept to possible future 
situations, applying the concept to examples from the media etc. 

 
Goal 3: Learning to analyze and critically evaluate ideas, arguments, and points of view 
 
Here we have struck the motherload! Positive psychology is one of the best things to study to 
reevaluate the way that you think about the world, critically evaluate your own and others’ ideas, 
discuss arguments about the way that empirical findings can inform our own lives and decisions, 
and experience and discuss the points of view of others. [The short version: there is a lot of BS 
out there about how to improve your life and some of it can be fatal. This course will help you 
distinguish good advice from toxic/self-serving/profit oriented/occasionally fatal advice. 
 
Required Reading 
 
Lyubomirsky, S. (2013). The myths of happiness: What should make you happy, but 

doesn't, what shouldn't make you happy, but does. Penguin. 

(You will need this for Class 3 – it should be in the bookstore. If not, do not buy it from any 
seller unless you are going to get it in a day or two – I can help you with this if necessary.) 

 
Course format  
 
This course will have a mixed lecture and seminar-type format, the latter of which is 
heavily based on discussion, facilitated primarily by you and your classmates. The 
readings and your written responses to the readings will be crucial to having stimulating 
and informed discussions AND having you perform well on the exams.  
 



Completing the readings and processing the readings (your written responses to the readings) 
counts for 30% of your final course grade, which will help ensure that our class time will be filled 
with discussions that will increase your knowledge of the topics of positive psychology, prepare 
you for the exams, and in doing so increase your likelihood of getting a good grade.  
 
I have put a great deal of thought into developing a course format that will 1) prepare you for 
the exams in a transparent way, 2) push you to deep thought about the topics we’re 
discussing, 3) ensure that you are prepared for class, and 4) allow you to exchange ideas 
amongst each other in the kind of way that this sort of seminar course should. Here’s how 
it’s going to work: 
 
Assignments for each day of class and rubric: Each class day we will be discussing a different 
reading. These readings will also likely challenge your assumptions. Therefore, your written 
responses to readings are critical and are intended to help you more fully process the readings 
and think of contributions you can make during our class discussions. 
 
You will receive one or more questions that represent potential real midterm and final exam 
questions (thus any essay question that’s on the midterm or final you will see in advance). You 
will read and process the reading and make a first stab at answering these exam question(s).  
 
You will also be asked to make connections between the reading and something from your own 
life/other ideas by other authors/other scientific research (I reserve the right to tweak these 
assignments if necessary in order to improve the discussion). This will help both critical thinking 
and application to your own life. 
 
Finally, you will be asked to explain what you found most interesting in the assigned readings 
and why. (e.g., Does it fly in the face of what you knew or predicted? Does it add depth or context 
to something you already knew? Do you have a personal experience that’s relevant to it in some 
way? Do you find it be extraordinary in some way?)  These should show evidence of depth of 
thought.  Really push yourself here to think deeply about the material.    
 
Then you’ll submit this assignment on blackboard at the very least 20 minutes before the class 
starts and also print it out to bring to class (there will be no technology during our discussions 
- unless you have an exemption from disability services). These will be graded “check” (=10 
points on blackboard), “check minus” (= 7 points on blackboard) or zero.  
 
Submit the assignment on blackboard under the class number of the assignment. If there 
happens to be no assignment on one day, you can just ignore that class number on the 
blackboard assignment. 
 
These will be graded based on a good-faith effort to do your best to answer the question. If you 
have made a good-faith effort, demonstrate engagement with the text, and your answer is 
written in a way that is easy to read (clear and fairly well written - like you proofed it at least 
once for clarity, to make sure thoughts followed from each other and made sense, and for 
spelling and grammatical errors) you will receive a check. If any of the above criteria is lacking 
you may receive a check minus.  
 
So more specifically: 



 
• Did you write the minimum number of sentences?  
• Does it seem that you made a real effort to answer the question correctly (whether it is 

correct is not important at this stage, what is important is that you put effort into 
attempting to write a correct answer) 

• Did you leave a question unanswered or just write some nonsense in so that you wouldn’t 
leave it blank?  

• Does it seem like you just typed out your answers and didn’t bother to look back over 
them, correcting grammar and spelling and clarity so that you aren’t wasting the reader’s 
time?  

• Did you put effort into the application and most interesting part questions?  
 
Revising exam questions: After class, you will want to revise your initial answers to the exam 
questions, so that you have the correct answers when it comes time for the midterm and final (I 
will not be grading these again - the revision is for your purposes).  
 
Contributions in class:  
Contributions in class will be 10% of your grade, a substantial portion. Students understandably 
complain that class participation is “subjective” and throughout the entire semester they don’t 
know where they stand. For that reason, there will be both an objective and a subjective aspect of 
this part of your grade.  
 
The objective part of it will work like this: Whenever you make a contribution to the large group 
discussion in class, even ask a question, or state agreement with a point that someone has made, 
you will record that in your notes. You don’t need to record the content of what you said, just the 
fact that you said something, maybe just with a tally mark /. Then after class you will go to our 
Google spreadsheet (called “class contributions”) and enter the number of your contributions.  
 
You must enter the number of your contributions into the Google spreadsheet for within 24 
hours of the class (otherwise I won’t remember well enough to verify whether the numbers are 
accurate or not) and then I will take a screenshot of the spreadsheet to ensure that it doesn’t get 
accidentally or intentionally modified later on. After I take the screenshot of the spreadsheet, 
no more contributions can be entered. No exceptions will be made (this would not be fair to 
others in the class as I won’t be able to verify…) 
 
Set a daily reminder to do this, or include it in your daily list of tasks.   
 
The subjective part of this grade: Some failsafe has to be in place so that this isn’t simply about 
quantity. If you only ask questions throughout the semester or ask questions that demonstrate 
that you are not well prepared for class, etc. then I reserve the right to override the strict number 
of your participation grade. Lacking professionalism can also result in receiving no points for this 
portion of the grade (to be discussed further in class).  
 
You should not aim to amass the greatest number of points on this – that will not help your 
grade. Aim for an average or, if you want, a somewhat above average number of contributions. If 
you see your own contributions outpacing others, consider what you can do to encourage others 



to talk or allow them time and space to make contributions. In this January term, aim to 
contribute at least once a class session. 
 
Missing class policy 
 
During this January term missing one class is equivalent to missing an entire week of the 
semester. Do what you need to do in order to avoid this. Get a flu shot, get exercise, socialize, get 
enough sleep… You will have one sick day absences for any reason for illness over the course 
of the semester, after that, regardless of the reason absences will result in your final grade 
being lowered, a minimum of two percentage points, as a result of the essential importance of 
the discussion for everyone in the class. This is similar to how things work in a job. In these 15 
class sessions, no exceptions will be made. My advice would be to not use your sick day unless 
this is absolutely necessary. St. Thomas sanctioned travel/events are exempt as per the student 
handbook. 
 
You must email me even for your first absence to let me know what’s going on. Please don’t be 
put off if I respond very briefly to your email. Email eats up way too much time of most people’s 
workday (e.g., http://www.pcmag.com/article2/0,2817,2492871,00.asp ). I would rather spend 
my time preparing to have outstanding discussions than carefully formulating long emails that 
don’t accentuate your learning. 
 
Grading:   
 
Extensive research has shown that grading supports student motivation to complete 
work.  
 
Grades will be earned based on the following cutoffs: 
 A: 93% and above C: 73-76% 
 A-:  90-92% C- 70-72% 
 B+: 87-89% D+: 67-69% 
 B: 83-86% D: 63-66% 
 B-: 80-82% D-: 60-62% 
 C+: 77-79% F:  Below 60% 
 
Grade components: 
Professionalism in Class/Over Email    10% 
In Class Contributions      10% 
Two exams        40% 
Class Activities/Presentations    10% 
Daily Response Papers      30% 
 
I reserve the right to tweak these grading components if necessary.  
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Professionalism in Class/Over Email: Professionalism in class and over email will be 10% of 
your grade.  
 
The mission statement of the University of St. Thomas states that we “educate students to be 
morally responsible leaders…” You cannot be a responsible leader without an understanding of 
professionalism. 
 
Employers complain that too many college graduates don’t understand professionalism. You can 
also think of this as immaturity. Instead of getting fired in the future, practice now. 
 
When you are in class, imagine you are in a meeting in which it matters how you present 
yourself. You are not the audience at a show or a play – you are in a meeting where you will be 
assessed based on how you present yourself. You can have fun, but do so while keeping in mind 
the following:  
 
The dialogues that we have in this course, both in small groups and as a large group, will go into 
some of our personal values and beliefs, including ones that we and perhaps our families hold 
most dear. The content and questions on which our dialogues will focus will sometimes relate to 
morality, spirituality, religion, race, our bodies, the erotic, gender, culture, and political power.  
 
You might think that the following goes without saying, but oftentimes we might not even realize 
that something like this is hindering us from speaking up. So it bears saying explicitly: 
 
All ethnicities, nationalities, socioeconomic backgrounds, genders, gender expressions, sexual 
orientations, body types, political orientations, religious affiliations and non-affiliations, 
theological commitments and agnosticisms, including atheism, are welcome here. Among us are 
undoubtedly different experiences, worldviews, and relationships toward many issues, including 
spirituality, a major topic in positive psychology. To the extent that we each bring forward our 
unique and full selves, we will deepen learning for ourselves and each other. 
 
For the sake of personal growth and psychological learning, I thus aspire as professor and 
facilitator to co-create with you a space in our classroom that elicits courage from each of us. To 
show up with our full selves, to articulate our actual ways of seeing the world, to listen with a 
mind and heart open to truly different viewpoints – all of this takes profound courage. If you 
don’t think so, then consider the fact that by some measures people think of public speaking as 
more anxiety provoking than death. I urge you to take risks for the sake of learning and 
connecting with one another, and to take responsibility for your intentions and your actual 
impact on others. I will do my absolute best to do the same. Whatever controversies may come 
up, let us engage them and each other with civility. 
 
 
 



More specifically, here are some things that interfere with the kind of classroom learning community 
that I aspire to create:  
 

• Side Talking  
• Zombie face  
• Late arrival  
• Early departure  
• Spending class time on non-class related activities (phone [I don’t want to see your 

phones out in class], email, web surfing, other coursework, etc.),  
• Not actively participating in group work in and outside of class. 
• Use of technology at any times not designed for it  
• Eating – use one of the two breaks for this 
• Falling asleep in class 
• Not quickly ending your conversations once class resumes – don’t finish your story, stop 

talking. 
• Not adhering to the rules the class sets out 
• Don’t put your feet up and lounge 

 
Even more candidly: 
 
I don’t have time to deal with any high-school-like nonsense. Actual examples of things that 
have taken place in the past:  

Student putting her feet up, whipping out a pair of nail clippers and clipping her nails 
while other students were presenting.  

Two students laughing when they thought that another “nerdy” student had made a 
“nerdy” comment in class.  

 Student leaving class in the middle of an activity, saying “this isn’t what I’m paying for” 

Note: 

It is not my job to entertain you. 

It is not my job to keep you awake. 

It is not my job to make you feel comfortable at all times. Learning important things often has 
an element of discomfort to it – because you are uprooting something that you thought you 
knew and changing it. 

This is a three-hour class: Do what you need to do in order to avoid doing things that distract 
me or other students or take away from their learning experience that they are paying good 
money for.  If you need to get a cup of coffee before class, get one. If you need to take a nap 
before class, take one.   

This may not apply to you – you may do all of this naturally, but some students need to be 
told this because they can’t handle the kind of relaxed, personal, community atmosphere that 
I like to create so that people feel comfortable sharing personal important questions and 
experiences that they’ve had.  



Many professors won’t give you this kind of feedback for a number of reasons – it’s 
unpleasant, sometimes students react very personally, it’s time-consuming – it takes about 
five times as long to formulate an email where you are giving someone feedback/tips about 
how they behave. And they may be concerned that you won’t like them and then give them 
bad teaching eval’s. I’d rather that you not like me and get this important feedback that will 
help you hold down a job in the future, because losing a job is one of the worst things for your 
happiness and well-being. I think it’s a real disservice not to do this for you. Think of me as a 
coach – I may send you a brief email saying e.g., “FYI – you come across as disinterested 
when other students are talking…” This is important and how would you know if someone 
didn’t tell you? 

Why do we react personally to this kind of feedback? 

 

Details: 
 
Your cell phone must be turned off or silenced and stowed away for the entire class session. No 
technology (e.g. phones, no earbuds etc.) is to be used during class. A St. Thomas education is, in 
part, about your transitioning from being a college student to being a professional, so act as you 
would in a business meeting. Nor would you leave any of those contexts to use the restroom or 
get a drink of water etc. unless it was really critical, so I assume you will not leave class unless it 
is critical either. Breaks are to be used for these purposes. If there is an emergency during which 
you need to be contacted on your cell phone, speak to me about it before class and turn it on 
vibrate. 
 
Norms for discussion and being good and likable audience member will be discussed and 
decided on as a group. 
 
For each disturbance/violation/irritation that I perceive you will receive at least one point off 
your professionalism grade, the second time at least two points off, etc. 
 
Late Assignments 
 
Because of the nature of this J term course, I would be doing you a disservice if I were to accept 
late assignments – given the one week of class in a regular semester compressed into one day, 
it’s not realistic for you to catch up and do multiple assignments in one day. This would too easily 
snowball. Late assignments will not be accepted. As a working professional, it’s possible that you 
would lose your job for turning in work assignments late, even if you were sick. There will be no 
exceptions to this policy. In order to have a productive and lively discussion, all students need to 
be prepared for class.  
 
Exams 
 
Exams will consist of both essay questions mentioned above that you will see beforehand and 
have a chance to answer beforehand and true and false and/or multiple-choice questions. 
Because it’s not any less important at the end of the semester for you to know what causes 



happiness than at the middle of the semester, exams will be cumulative. I.e., the final exam will 
test all 15 class days. See the schedule for exam dates. 
 
Honor code 
 
Obviously, students are expected to follow the honor code. Cheating and plagiarism will result in 
a grade of zero for the exam, final paper, or assignment and this will be reported to the Dean of 
the College who may choose to take further disciplinary action.  
 
When students turn in assignments that are to be done individually, the work must be their own. 
I do not discourage working together on assignments; however your work must be your own 
when turning in an individual assignment. If I see two assignments with the same exact wording, 
I assume that cheating is taking place. 
 
Plagiarism as defined by UST undergraduate student policy: 

- The deliberate adoption or reproduction of ideas or words or statements of another 
person as one’s own without acknowledgment. You commit plagiarism whenever you use 
a source in any way without indicating that you have used it. If you quote anything at all, 
even a phrase, you must put quotation marks around it, or set it off from your text; if you 
summarize or paraphrase an author’s words, you must clearly indicate where the 
summary or paraphrase begins and ends; if you use an author’s idea you must say that 
you are doing so. In every instance, you must also formally acknowledge the written 
source from which you took the material (this includes material taken from the Internet). 
Don’t waste my time and yours with plagiarism.  

Students with special needs:   

Classroom accommodations will be provided for qualified students with documented disabilities.  
Students are invited to contact the Disability Resources office about accommodations early in the 
semester. Telephone appointments are available to students as needed. Appointments can be made 
by calling 651-962-6315 or 800-328-6819, extension 6315. You may also make an appointment in 
person in Murray Herrick, room 110. For further information, you can locate the Disability Resources 
office on the web at http://www.stthomas.edu/enhancementprog/.  

http://www.stthomas.edu/enhancementprog/
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