
Fall 2013―Psychology 417 (001): Science of Well-Being 
 

Instructor: Todd B. Kashdan, Ph.D.     Day: T R  

Office: 2048 David King Hall      Time: 1030am – 1145am 

Phone: 703-993-9486       Place: Robinson B203 

Office Hours: 930am on Tuesday    

email: tkashdan@gmu.edu and website: www.toddkashdan.com 

  
 

Course Description: What contributes to satisfying, engaging, and meaningful living? What conditions allow 
people to flourish? We address these questions by examining and interpreting the latest research in psychology 
and neuroscience on well-being, character strengths, social relationships, and societies. 
 

SCIENTIFIC APPROACH: We approach each topic as scientists. The application of science to questions 
regarding well-being and character strengths carries an implicit assumption that these areas can be 
empirically examined to develop a systematic body of knowledge. Social scientists adopt an attitude of 
open-minded skepticism. To benefit from this class, you will have to balance 1) personal beliefs you 
already acquired about positive experiences, traits, and institutions and 2) the willingness to be open, 
explore, and experiment with new ideas and experiences.   
 

Course Requirements: 20% of your grade will be based on your contributions to class. You are expected to 
attend every lecture and be an active participant in class discussions. You will not get a good grade in this class 
without regular attendance. You will be asked to write 1) papers after doing activities outside the class (worth 
40% of your grade) and 3) a final paper focusing on the development of a positive intervention on yourself 
(worth 40% of your final grade). For short papers, do not email them to me. Please single-space your papers, 
print them out, and bring them to class on the due date. All papers will be due on Tuesdays. Late assignments 
within one day lose a letter grade; assignments will not be accepted afterwards. 
 

Assigned Readings and Lectures: Class participation is critical. By participating in class, you are 
engaged in the learning process, assessing the ideas presented, and shaping the focus of the class. 
Class becomes more dynamic, interesting and rewarding when students actively share their ideas, 
objections, critiques, and questions. You are expected to come to class having read the assigned material 
and be prepared to make comments, raise questions, and offer opinions on the comments of others. 
Quality is far more important than quantity. I welcome questions as I lecture, although at times I may need 
to keep us moving. Although I will lecture, a large portion of time will be devoted to discussion. I will 
periodically check to see whether articles have been read. Failure to read them will affect your grade. 
 

Listserv and Email: All students should join the class listserv to obtain course related information and 
participate in dialogue about topics related to positive psychology. The listserv provides a method to 
continue discussions and is a different medium to communicate in terms of threat, quality of discussions, 
and community. Similar to class, quality is important (not quantity). Failure to consistently follow guidelines 
will lead to removal. Information about subscribing, posting messages, reading archives, etc. is available 
at the listserv website: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/gmupp/. Have emails sent to the account you check 
regularly. To join, send e-mail to: gmupp@yahoogroups.com. Students are responsible for the content of 
communication sent to their listserv e-mail account, and are required to activate that account and check it 
regularly. Email to the professor must be appropriate, in proper form (e.g., Dear Dr. Kashdan), and be 
signed with the student’s full name. Only expect answers during work hours and weekdays. Emails that 
fail to be respectful and appropriate will not receive a response. 
 
Official Communications via GMU E-mail: Mason uses electronic mail to provide official information to 
students. Examples include communications from course instructors, notices form the library, notices 
about academic standing, financial aid information, class materials, assignments, questions, and 
instructor feedback. Students are responsible for the content of university communication sent to their 
mason e-mail account, and are required to activate that account and check it regularly. 
 

Exams: I believe the best way to learn is to actively work with course material as opposed to memorizing 
information to pass exams. Thus, I have little inclination to have formal exams. However, I reserve the 
right to employ unannounced evaluations of your knowledge of readings or require brief position papers in 
which you summarize and react to readings for a particular class period or topic. Expect a minimum of 3 
surprise quizzes during the semester. When there are unannounced quizzes, there will be no make-ups. If 
there are prominent extenuating circumstances, discuss this with me during office hours. Quizzes are 
counted in the 20% of your grade devoted to class contributions (50% of this portion).  

mailto:tkashdan@gmu.edu
http://www.toddkashdan.com/
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/gmupp/
mailto:gmupp@yahoogroups.com


  

Grades: Your grade will be determined by your performance on all of the above, although improvement 
over the semester and class attendance and participation will help in borderline cases.  

 DEMONSTRATED MASTERY GRADING SYSTEM: The quality of participation will be looked at 
favorably when there are questions of whether grades adequately reflect a student's knowledge, or when 
an average falls just below a cut-off. This can only work in your favor. This process was created as a 
consequence of watching many of my students and colleagues over the years perform poorly on tests 
despite class engagement, general mastery of material, and intense efforts beyond requirements. Please 
respect this process by not asking for preferential treatment. Deserving individuals will be acknowledged. 
 
The grading scale is as follows (I reserve the right to make it less stringent if necessary):  
 A  = 93-100 
 A- = 90-92 
 B+ = 87-89 
 B  = 83-86 
 B- = 80-82 

C+  = 77-79 
 C  = 73-76 
 C- = 70-72 
 D+  = 67-69 
 D = 60-66 
 F  = less than 60 

         Last Day to Add Classes- Sept 3, 2013 

         Last Day to Drop- (No tuition penalty)- Sept 3, 2013 

         Last Day to Drop (33% tuition penalty)- Sept 18, 2013 

         Last Day to Drop (67% tuition penalty)- Sept 27, 2013 

 Additional Course Policies 

Students with Special Concerns 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations please see me and contact 
the Disability Resource Center (DRC) at 703-993-2474. All academic accommodations must be arranged 
through that office. 

 

Statement of Academic Integrity 
In accordance with University guidelines, I will take vigorous action against students who engage in 
cheating, misrepresentation, or other dishonest practices. Penalties for students found guilty of academic 
dishonesty will be determined on a case by case basis, in accordance with university guidelines. If you 
have any concerns about matters of academic dishonesty please see me immediately. 

 

Book and Readings:  
 
Articles will be available on the Class listserv webpage (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/gmupp/) under “Files” or 
through the GMU library. To obtain articles, go to e-journals at GMU (the articles below are available as PDF 
files in the electronic library at GMU) and write in the title of the journal article (e.g., Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology), find the article, and download the PDF file.  
 

Assignments. Single-space all assignments to save paper and write in a font no bigger than Arial 11. 
  
 

DATE TOPIC ASSIGNMENTS 

8/27 Orientation 
Assignment for tuesday (assessing 
happiness and interviewing people).  
Plan for 1/28 assignment. 

Read syllabus and join listserv 
The ONLY CLASS ON SYLLABUS AND FINAL 
PROJECT 

8/29 What is Positive Psychology? 

 
plan for 9/5 (philanthropy vs. fun).  

Seligman, M.E.P., & Csikszentmihalyi, M.  
(2000). Positive psychology: An introduction. 
American Psychologist, 55, 5-14. 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/gmupp/
http://library.gmu.edu/phpzone/ej.php
http://www.apa.org/journals/


 
 

 
 

9/3 Happiness: what is it and how  

do we measure it? 

Due: interviews; 1-page write-up 
Buss, D.M. (2000). The evolution of  
happiness. American Psychologist, 55, 15-23. 
 

Lyubomirsky, S., Sheldon, K. M., & Schkade, D.  

(2005). Pursuing happiness: The architecture of  

sustainable change. Review of General Psychology,  
9, 111-131. 

9/5 Narrow vs. Broad Band  

Approaches to Happiness 

 
Assignment-- philanthropy vs. pleasure. 
Write up experiences. PLAN IN 
ADVANCE 

King, L. A., & Hicks, J. A. (2007). Whatever 
happened to “what might have been”? 
Regrets, happiness, and maturity. American 
Psychologist, 62, 625–636. 
 
Sheldon, K. M. (2011). Integrating behavioral-
motive and experiential-requirement 
perspectives on psychological needs: A two 
process perspective. Psychological Review, 
118(4), 552-569. 

9/10 Guest Lecture on Happiness  

9/12 Benefits of Happiness 

 
Assignment- write overview of self-
enhancement plan (see final project 
handout). Due 9/17 

Due Today: philanthropy/pleasure write-up. 
Diener, E., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Very 
happy people. Psychological Science, 13, 80-83. 
 
 

9/17 Why Are Some People Happier  

Than Others? 

 
 

Due: 1-page write-up 
Biswas-Diener, R., & Diener, E. (2006). The 
subjective well-being of the homeless, and lessons 
for happiness. Social Indicators Research, 76, 
185- 205. 
 
Lucas, R. E. (2007). Adaptation and the set-
point model of subjective well-being: Does 
happiness change after major life events? 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 
16, 75–79. 

9/19 Strengths in a nutshell 

 

assignment  

1. meditation/yoga/mindfulness exercise 
(due 10/1 but start practice now) 
 a. spend at least 40 minutes on 
websites about meditation, e.g., 
www.shinzen.com or 
www.mkzc.org/beginzen.html or 
www.how-to-meditate.org. Read about 
meditation/mindfulness techniques.  
 b. Meditate for at least 15 
minutes, three days in a row.  
 c. Attend a free yoga Class.  

d. Keep a log of attempts to be 
mindful during 2 everyday 
activities per day for at least 
one week (besides meditation 
practice) and daily mood.  
e. Write-up about what 
happened----2 pages and 
include log as appendix!!! 

 

Park, N., Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. 
(2004). Character strengths and wellbeing. Journal 
of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23, 603-619. 
 

Biswas-Diener, R., Kashdan, T.B., & Minhas, G.  
(2011). A dynamic approach to psychological strength  
development and intervention. Journal of Positive  
Psychology, 6, 106-118. 

9/24 Positive Emotions I Due: idea for final project 

Fredrickson, B.L. (2001). The role of positive  

http://www.shinzen.com/
http://www.mkzc.org/beginzen.html
http://www.how-to-meditate.org/


emotions in positive psychology: The broaden-and- 

build theory of positive emotions. American  

Psychologist, 56, 218-226. 

 

Reed, A. E., & Carstensen, L. L.  

(2012). The theory behind the  

age-related positivity effect.  

Frontiers in psychology, 3, 339. 

9/26 Positive Emotions II 

 

 

Catalino, L. I. & Fredrickson, B. L. (2011). 
Tuesdays in the lives of flourishers: The role of 
positive emotional reactivity in optimal mental 
health. Emotion, 11, 938-950.  
 
Cohen, S., & Pressman, S.D. (2006). Positive 
affect and health. Current Directions in 
Psychological Science, 15, 122-125. 

10/1 Mindfulness and acceptance  

part I 
 

Due: mindfulness assignment 
Brown, K. W., Ryan, R. M., & Creswell, J. D. 
(2007). Mindfulness: Theoretical foundations and 
evidence for its salutary effects. Psychological 
Inquiry, 18, 211-237. 
 

10/3 Mindfulness and acceptance  

part II 
 
Activity: relationship exercise (1 of 3) 

Hayes, S.C., Luoma, J., Bond, F., Masuda, 
A., & Lillis, J. (2006). Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy: Model, processes, 
and outcomes. Behaviour Research and 
Therapy, 44, 1-25. 

10/8 Other people matter I Reis, H. T., Collins, W. A., & Berscheid, E. 
(2000). Relationships in human behavior and 
development. Psychological Bulletin, 126,  
844–872. 
 
Gable, S. L., & Impett, E. A. (2012). Approach and  
avoidance motives and close relationships. Social  
and Personality Psychology Compass, 6, 95–108. 

10/10  

Other people matter II 

 
 

Plan for gratitude visit due 10/24). 
 
Aron, A., & Fraley, B. (1999). Relationship 
closeness as including other in the self: 
Cognitive underpinnings and measures. 
Social Cognition, 17(2), 140-160. 

10/15 NO CLASS- Columbus Day 

10/17  

Other people matter II 

 

Assign: Gratitude letter and visit 
 

Due: Relationship exercise (a few options). 
 
Luchies, L. B., Finkel, E. J., & Fitzsimons, G. 
M. (2011). The effects of self-regulatory 
strength, content, and strategies on close 
relationships. Journal of Personality, 79, 
1251–1279. 

10/22  

Other people matter III 

 

Assign: curiosity exercise 

No readings 

10/24 Gratitude Due: Write and deliver letter of gratitude and 
complete write-up. PLAN IN ADVANCE TO DO  
SOMETHING MEANINGFUL!!!!!!! Write no more  
than 1 page on process and outcome. Include a  
copy of letter read .  
 
Algoe, S. B. (2012). Find, remind, and bind: The 
functions of gratitude in everyday relationships. 
Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 6(6), 

http://www.unc.edu/peplab/publications/Catalino%20&%20Fredrickson%202011.pdf
http://www.unc.edu/peplab/publications/Catalino%20&%20Fredrickson%202011.pdf
http://www.unc.edu/peplab/publications/Catalino%20&%20Fredrickson%202011.pdf


455-469 
 
McCullough, M. E., Kimeldorf, M. B., & Cohen, A. 
D. (2008). An adaptation for altruism? The social 
causes, social effects, and social evolution of 
gratitude. Current Directions in Psychological 
Science, 17, 281-284. 
 

10/29 Curiosity I 

 
 

Due: curiosity exercise  
Kashdan, T.B., & Silvia, P. (2009). Curiosity 
and interest: The benefits of thriving on 
novelty and challenge. In S.J. Lopez (Ed.), 
Handbook of Positive Psychology (2nd Ed.) 
(pp. 367-375). Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
Wilson, T.D., Centerbar, D.B., Kermer, D.A., 
& Gilbert, D.T. (2005). The pleasures of 
uncertainty: Prolonging positive moods in 
ways people do not anticipate. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 5-21. 

10/31 Curiosity II 

 
 

 
Sansone, C., & Thoman, D.B. (2005). 
Interest as the missing motivator in self-
regulation. European Psychologist, 10, 175-
186. 

11/5 Meaning and purpose in life 

 
Assign meaning exercise 

Heine, S. J., Proulx, T., & Vohs, K. D. (2006). 
Meaning maintenance model: On the coherence of 
human motivations. Personality and Social 
Psychology Review, 10, 88-110. (get from: 
http://www.psych.ubc.ca/~heine/publications.html ) 
 
Steger, M. F. (2009). Meaning in life. In S.  
J. Lopez (Ed.), Oxford handbook of positive  
psychology (2nd Ed.) (pp. 679-687). Oxford,  
UK: Oxford University Press. 

11/7 Meaning and purpose in life II 

 
 

 
McKnight, P.E., & Kashdan, T.B. (2009). Purpose 
in life as a system that creates and sustains health 
and well-being: An integrative, testable theory.  
Review of General Psychology, 13, 242-251. 

11/12 Personal Strivings  Due: meaningful photography exercise 
 
Emmons, R. A. (1986). Personal strivings: An 
approach to personality and subjective well-being. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51, 
1058-1068. 

11/14 Spirituality Emmons, R.A. (2005). Striving for the sacred: 
Personal goals, life meaning, and religion. Journal 
of Social Issues, 61, 731-746. 
 
Kashdan, T.B., & Nezlek, J.B. (2012). Whether, 
when, and how is spirituality related to well-being? 
Moving beyond single occasion questionnaires to 
understanding daily process. Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin, 38, 1526-1538. 

11/19 Psychology of Morality I Haidt, J. (2008). Morality. Perspectives on 
Psychological Science, 3, 65-72. 

11/21- CLASS TENATIVELY CANCELLED 

11/26 Psychology of Morality II 
 

Graham, J., Haidt, J., & Nosek, B. (2009).  
Liberals and conservatives use different sets  
of moral foundations. Journal of Personality  

http://www.psych.ubc.ca/~heine/publications.html


and Social Psychology, 96, 1029-1046. 

11/27 – 12/1 Thanksgiving break  

 Self-Control  Due: self-control drills over break 
Baumeister, R. F., Gailliot, M. T., DeWall, C. N. & 
Oaten, M. (2006). Self-regulation and personality: 
Strength-boosting interventions and trait 
moderators of ego depletion. Journal of 
Personality, 74, 1773-1802. 

12/3 Psychological Flexibility Bonanno, G.A. (2004). Loss, trauma, and 
human resilience: Have we underestimated 
the human capacity to thrive after extremely 
aversive events? American Psychologist, 
59, 20-28. 
 
Kashdan, T.B., & Rottenberg, J. (2010). 
Psychological flexibility as a fundamental 
aspect of health. Clinical Psychology Review, 
30, 865-878. 

12/5 Psychology X  No readings 

   

Final Intervention 

Paper Due on  

December 10th 

Write, Introspection, Write  

 

 
 


