
PSYC405-004 Mystery, Madness, & Murder          Spring 2013 

 

Time: Wednesday 07:20 – 10:00 PM   

Location : Robinson B 203 

Instructor: Vias C. Nicolaides, M.A.                                Instructor E-mail:  vnicolai@gmu.edu  

Teaching Assistant: Isaac Sabat     T.A. E-mail: isabat@masonlive.gmu.edu 

Instructor Office hours: Robinson B Room 213    Instructor Phone:  703-993-3706  

W 6:00 - 7:00                             

and by appointment      

 

Course Overview and Goals:   

This is a unique course in the broad area of persuasion and manipulation--from the everyday to the 

pathological--that offers a comprehensive coverage of the principles, paradigms, theories, research methods, 

experiments, and practical applications. My goal is to make this one of the best courses that you will have at the 

university, and for at least some of its lessons to be of life-long value to you. 

This synthesis course is designed to allow upper-level undergraduates to practice critical thinking by 

engaging in conversations and debates on provocative topics that impact the world we live in. In addition, a 

second goal is for students to sharpen their teamwork skills, since students will form and work partly in teams. 

A third goal is to teach students how to conduct proper research on various topics and not fall prey to emotional 

appeals, speculations, and fallacies. Learning and differentiating what is speculation and what is valid is a 

central tenet of the course. A final goal is to increase understanding of the person and how it is viewed from a 

psychological scientific standpoint.  

 

Required reading:  Required course readings will be made available online by the course instructor. In 

addition, students will also have a chance to search and find readings that they will share with the class as a 

whole.  

 

Required Text: Gass, R. & Seiter, J. (2012). Persuasion, Social Influence, & Compliance Gaining  (4th ed.)  

                           Publisher: Pearson 

 

 

Grading:  The final grade will consist of the following weighted components:  

Debate Research paper     20%  

Main Debate – presentation      20%    

Student Class Presentation     20%  

Debate Audience Notes      20% 

Midterm Exam      20% 

 

General Class Format: This class is different from other typical classes you have taken! For one, it seeks 

to put the student in charge and grants overall control to the learner. The format of our class will be as follows: 

To increase motivation and interest, the instructor will allow students to generate and choose their debate topics. 

This will take place during the first week of class. In turn, when it is time to discuss the topics, both the 

instructor and the students will research the topics and come to class ready to discuss their findings from 

scientific and popular press literatures as well as express their thoughts on these topics. The instructor will have 

a facilitative role in promoting critical thinking and student engagement. Each student will participate in one 

practice debate and one main debate.  
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Debates:  Students will form four-person teams and participate in one debate, with performance graded by the 

instructor. Debates will be competitive with the end goal of persuading the class as a whole. Due to the class’ 

size, we may form teams of less than four people. Debate grades will be composed of five, equally-weighted 

parts. As a debater, you will be graded on clarity, quality of arguments used, sources used, quality of responses 

to counter-arguments, and overall flow. The criteria will be further discussed in class. 

 

 During the debates students not debating will serve as audience members, taking careful notes and evaluating 

the debaters. At the end of each debate, audience students will have the chance to comment and ask debaters 

questions. Furthermore, the audience will indicate which debating teams have persuaded them as well as turn in 

their individual notes to the instructor.  

 

As stated, a central tenet of the program is to promote critical thinking based on science related findings and 

“truths”. Apart from the available readings, students will be required to search and find valid information 

pertaining to their debates. We will cover in class the various avenues of scientific research and how to properly 

conduct it.  

 

It is always important to arrive on time, but it is critical on debate days.  With just a few minutes to present an 

opening argument, a classmate’s late arrival could disrupt a debater’s presentation and affect his or her grade. 

Therefore, please plan on being on time to class. 

 

Absences:  In general debates cannot be rescheduled except in cases of serious, unavoidable, and documented 

circumstances that are clearly beyond the student’s ability to control.  Note that it will not be possible to make 

up debate participation as a debater or an audience member, although in unusual circumstances that meet 

the above criteria, it may be possible to weight other course elements more heavily to compensate, in part, for 

missed work.   

 

If you find that you must miss a substantial number of classes, for any reason, I encourage you to consult the 

catalog or contact your academic dean’s office for information on withdrawing from a course, including late 

and selective withdrawal policies and procedures.   

 

Student Class Presentation: Students will individually present a case of Mystery, Madness, & Murder to the 

class.  

 

Research Paper: Each student debate dyad will turn in one research paper concerning their main debate topic. 

Details of how the research paper should be structured and what should it contain will be elaborated further in 

class.  

 

Midterm Exam: The midterm exam will be cumulative and contain questions from various areas that have 

been in class (e.g., principles of persuasion, cults, etc). More details will be given in class. 

 

Technology expectations:  All students are expected to maintain and regularly access their Mason e-mail 

accounts.  If you are having your Mason mail forwarded to another account, please ensure that your Mason 

account doesn’t exceed the assigned limit, causing mail to bounce back to the sender.   

 



Attendance and decorum:  Class attendance is not recorded, but it is important for students who want to do 

well to be in class, prepared, and attentive.  In addition to other important information, extra credit opportunities 

may be announced in class and may often consist of in-class participation.  Preparation for class includes 

completing readings and coming to class ready to discuss interesting topics. Lectures and debates will be more 

interesting and more meaningful for students who have done the reading in advance.  In order to be attentive, 

you should not engage in any multi-tasking activities during class – that means no texting, e-mail, web surfing, 

doing homework for other classes, etc.  Please turn off all cell phones and other potential sources of disruption 

at the start of class.  During class, laptops may only be used for taking notes.  If you must arrive late or leave 

early, please do so as quietly as possible and be considerate of your classmates by sitting near an exit.       

 

Disability accommodations:  If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, 

please see me early in the semester.  If you have not already done so, contact the Office of Disability Services 

(ODS) at 703-993-2474.  All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office.  Please keep in 

mind that it might not be possible to grant last-minute requests for accommodations, so it important to make all 

arrangements well before the date when the accommodation is needed.    

 

Honor code:  All students are expected to be familiar with, and abide by, the University Honor Code.  As 

required by the Honor Code, all suspected violations will be reported. The instructor for this course reserves the 

right to enter a failing grade to any student found guilty of an honor code violation. 

 

Important dates: Last day to add a class – January 29 

   Last day to drop a class – February 22 

 

Enrollment:  Every student is responsible for verifying correct enrollment.  Graded work will not be returned 

to students who are not officially enrolled. 

 

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." 

 

Disclaimer: The instructor reserves the right to change the syllabus and its content. Any changes will be 

announced orally and in writing.  



 

 

Date Details 

1-23 

Introduction to Our Class/ Presentation and Selection of Debate Topics/ Debate 

Guidelines, Grading Criteria, Debate Research Paper 

1-30 Intro to Persuasion  

2-6 Attitudes and Consistency 

2-13 Credibility 

2-20 Communicator Characteristics and Persuasibility 

2-27 Conformity and Influence in Groups 

3-6 Midterm Exam 

3-13 Spring Break- No Class 

3-20 Language & Persuasion 

3-27 Nonverbal Influence 

4-3 The Dark Side of Persuasion: Cults, Brainwashing, & Terrorism 

4-10 No Class – Instructor Conference; Teams meet to prepare for upcoming debates 

4-17 Student Presentations 

4-24 Student Presentations & Debates 

5-1 Debates 

5-8 

Final Exam Day 07:30 PM - 10:15 PM Debate Research Paper Due to Instructor 

Electronically 

 

 


