
 

 

DISTRESS, DYSFUNCTION, and DISORDER: 
    Perspectives on the DSM 
Instructor: Jaine Strauss  Psychology 252 
  Olin 326  Spring 2020 
  651-696-6114 
 
Office Hours: Tuesdays, 8:15-9:15 am 
  Wednesdays, 2:00-3:00 pm 
  Thursdays, 1:30-2:30 pm 
  By appointment   

       
Course overview  
At many colleges and universities, this course is called Abnormal Psychology.  So 
why are you subjected to a class with such an unwieldy title?  Like most Abnormal 
Psychology classes, we’ll examine contemporary views about disordered behavior, 
emotions, and cognitions.  We will also, however, scrutinize the historical and 
social contexts that cause us to pathologize and treat certain forms of distress 
while ignoring, or even idealizing, other forms.  Using (and critiquing) the most 
recent version of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), we will survey a broad range of phenomena 
and experiences, including some that are so common that they will affect nearly all 
of us, others that are rare yet sensationalized in (or maybe even created by) the 
popular media, some that are easily observed and highly disruptive, and still 
others that are covert and private.  We’ll talk about diseases that seem largely 
biological that nonetheless have a powerful psychological component, and we’ll 
look at conditions that seem largely psychological that have surprising biological 
correlates.  In each case, we will explore the disorder with three questions in mind:   
 
1) What does it feel like to have the disorder?   
2) What causes the disorder?   
3) What alleviates the disorder?   
 
Each of these three dimensions – phenomenology, etiology, and treatment – will 
illustrate the complex interactions between biology, psychology, social relations, 
and culture that produce, perpetuate, and hopefully remedy distress.   
 
This course seeks to cover a lot of material, and one way to do this would be for 
me to simply stand in the front of the room and deliver "facts" to you at a rapid 
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clip.  I think that is exactly the wrong way to learn about the complex processes of 
distress, dysfunction, and disorder.  Your participation in the process of learning is 
vital.  First of all, the material is often confusing (e.g., How does a delusion differ 
from other personal beliefs or superstitions?  How prevalent is dissociative identity 
disorder?  How does generalized anxiety disorder differ from social anxiety 
disorder?).  If you don't understand something, chances are that other people 
don't either.  So, please speak up when something doesn't make sense.  Second, 
the topics are controversial (e.g., Is drug therapy a miraculous life-saver, a perilous 
placebo, or a shameless capitalist plot?  Are people with mental illness more 
prone to violence than people without mental illness?  Is the DSM a little too 
eager to pathologize normative behavior?).  I'd like for you to take a critical 
approach to what you read and hear.  Do you believe the assumptions underlying 
the "facts?"  Do you agree with the conclusions reached?  Do you feel 
comfortable with the implications of the research?  Whenever the answer to any of 
these questions is "no," speak up and we'll see what others in the class think.  
Third, and most importantly, I think you will learn a lot more from this (or any) 
course if you engage fully. 
 
Although I would ideally like to have everyone participate during class time, I 
realize this is impossible.  Therefore, to facilitate your active engagement in the 
course, I will ask you to take a few minutes to make a "journal entry" at the end of 
most class sessions.  The goal is to encourage you to write down your ideas about 
the day's topic while the material is fresh.  I will sometimes suggest a prompt 
about which I’d like you to write a response, but, more often, you’ll write a 
paragraph or so about whatever you found most salient (translation:  interesting, 
frustrating, confusing, personally moving, ethically worrisome, etc.).  I will read the 
entries after each class so that I can integrate your responses into the next day’s 
class content.  I will not be able to comment on your journal entries individually, 
but I welcome your stopping by my office to discuss topics raised in your journal – 
or other topics inspired by the class.  Although I do not take attendance, I do 
notice missed journal entries.  Unless you have disability accommodations related 
to class attendance or you have contacted me about your need to be absent on 
specific days, missing more than a handful of classes will adversely affect your 
overall grade in the class.    
 
Content warning: 
Course lectures and reading assignments will frequently reference experiences 
that are painful for all of us and particularly challenging for some of us.  These 
include, but are not limited to, suicidal thoughts and behavior; sexual violence; 
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racism and other forms of discriminatory behavior; substance use and abuse; and 
child trauma.  These topics are fundamental to understanding distress, 
dysfunction, and disorder, and our efforts to understand their impact will be crucial 
for the course.  Because these themes will arise so often, I cannot provide specific 
alerts.  I encourage you to engage in self-care; trust your judgment about when 
you need to skip part of a reading or step out of a class.  If you anticipate that you 
will need to step out frequently, please choose your seat accordingly so that you 
can do so easily.  
 
Requirements 
In an effort to optimize your experience in the class, I have structured the course 
requirements so that you have a choice about some of your graded activities and 
their impact on your final grade.  Every student in the class will take four exams 
and write at least one paper.  However, you can choose what else you do and how 
you would like your points to add up.   
 
REQUIRED COURSE ACTIVITIES: 
Exams:  There are four exams during the course.  The fourth exam will be held on 
the last day of class but will not be a cumulative exam.  The exams call for short 
answers and essays, and you will have some choice about the questions you 
choose to answer.  All students will take all four exams. 
 
Reaction papers:  A reaction paper allows you to present an argument about an 
idea or issue raised by the assigned course books.  No outside research is 
required for this assignment.  All students will write at least one of these in 
response to either Crazy: A father’s search through America’s mental health 
madness or Insane:  America’s criminal treatment of mental illness.  The 
assignment sheet for the first reaction paper is posted in the top box on Moodle. 
 
OPTIONAL COURSE ACTIVITIES: 
Research paper:  The research paper is an opportunity for you to explore in depth 
a question you select during the term.  Typically, these papers will begin by your 
posing a question (e.g., Does exposure to social media increase anxiety?  What 
are the ethical implications of early screening for autism spectrum disorder?).   
After consulting with me, you will embark on a mission to determine what the 
research literature has to say about your question.  Your research will include a 
minimum of eight excellent scholarly (i.e., peer-reviewed) journal articles (such as 
those you’d find on PsycINFO or PsycARTICLES) and will result in a paper that is 8-
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10 pages long, not including references or title page.  A fuller description of this 
assignment is posted in the top box on Moodle. 
 
DSM revision proposal:  Controversy continues to surround the most recent 
incarnation of the DSM.  If you choose to do this assignment, you will write a 
proposal to the DSM revision committee for the inclusion of a new disorder, 
exclusion of a current disorder, or revision of a current disorder (e.g., its criteria; its 
name) in DSM-5.1 or even DSM-6.  Your proposal (~4-6 pages) should rest on 
empirical data presented in a minimum of four peer-reviewed journal articles (such 
as those you’d find on PsycINFO or PsycARTICLES) and should address both the 
pros and cons of your proposal.     
 
Civic engagement experience:  You may choose to volunteer with an organization 
that relates in some way to this course. You will spend at least 20 hours at your 
placement during the term; you cannot receive payment or internship credit for 
these hours and your volunteer commitment for this course may not be double-
counted with volunteer work you are using for other courses or co-curricular 
activities.  I’m happy to help you identify an appropriate site, as is the Civic 
Engagement Center.  Paul Schadewald, Senior Program Director of the CEC, will 
come to class early in the semester to tell you more about options related to this 
course.  You may also want to attend the Involvement Fair so that you can talk 
directly with people associated with different Twin Cities agencies (more 
information about the Fair is on Moodle).   
 
Your grade will be based on three components:  a self-evaluation form (assessing 
your perceptions of your experience—this will be posted on Moodle later this 
term), a journal, and a final paper; I may also contact your site supervisor for 
feedback.  During your time at the placement, you will keep a journal 
documenting the types of activities you engaged in, the hours you worked, and, 
most importantly, your thoughts, reactions, and questions; you will typically write a 
journal entry after each shift at your site.  Grades will be based not on the content 
of what you say (e.g., it’s perfectly fine to be critical) but on the quality of your 
reflection.  Skimpy entries are harder for me to evaluate than lengthier ones, but 
please don’t overdo; most journal entries are a few paragraphs at most.  Please 
write your journal in a GoogleDoc that you can share with me throughout the 
semester.   
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For the final paper (~3-4 pages), you will choose a central feature of your 
experience and relate it to the course.  Please check with me before beginning 
your civic engagement experience. 
 
Arts project:  Are you a visual person?  If so, you may choose to compile a set of 
visual images that describe a particular disorder covered in this course.  Are you 
musical?  Is there a way to use your instrumental or vocal talents to deepen your 
understanding of the course material?  The specifics of this project are customized 
to fit your interests and talents, so if you would like to pursue this option, please 
set up a meeting with me as soon as possible.  I will help you craft a unique 
undertaking that helps illuminate a disorder in a more artistic medium.  Typically, 
the assignment will include both the project itself and a brief artist’s statement.   
 
Discussion groups:  If you select this option, you and two or three of your 
classmates will meet on a weekly basis for about an hour to discuss the course 
material (including studying for exams). Your grade will be based on three factors: 
your self-appraisal of your work with your group; my evaluation of the quality of 
your discussions based on your weekly logs; and the frequency of meetings as 
indicated on your weekly logs. A fuller description of this option is posted in the 
top box on Moodle. 
 
Individualized project:  Do you have an idea about another way to advance your 
learning goals related to this course?  I’d be happy to help you design an 
individualized project.  If you’d like to pursue this option, please come see me 
before Spring Break. 
 
Grading 
Now that you’ve read through the list of possible assignments, here’s information 
about how you can combine them to work out your final grading package.  The 
alternative grading contracts will be due after you’ve gotten feedback on your first 
exam and your first paper; I will announce the due date in class.  I will use the 
default grading scheme if I do not receive an alternative grading contract from you 
by that due date. 
 
A.  Default grading scheme: 
This is one way for you to complete the requirements for the course.  If you 
choose not to submit an alternative grading contract by the deadline, I will assume 
this is the scheme you prefer: 
¨ Four exams (20% each) 
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¨ Two reaction papers (10% each) 
¨ Attendance, class participation, and in-class journal entries (used for deciding 

borderline grades; as noted above, a pattern of unexcused absences will lower 
your overall course grade) 

 
B.  Alternative grading schemes: 
You may create your own grading scheme using the options below.  Everyone 
must take four exams and complete at least one reaction paper.  You need to 
select at least one additional activity, but you can select up to three.  Please use 
the Alternative Grading Plan (available on the Moodle site) to stipulate the 
activities you will undertake and the exact percentage of your final grade toward 
which each activity will count (the possible ranges are specified below).  Please 
note that reactions papers on the mood memoirs are due by April 17.  Research 
papers, arts projects, DSM revision proposals, and individualized projects are due 
by April 27.  Evaluation forms for discussion groups and civic engagement 
materials are due on May 4. 
 
You must include the following: 
¨ Four exams (each worth 10-20%; different exams can be weighted differently) 
¨ A reaction paper on Crazy or Insane (5-10%) 
¨ Attendance, class participation, and in-class journal entries (used for deciding 

borderline grades; as noted above, a pattern of unexcused absences will lower 
your overall course grade) 

 
You may also elect to one, two, or three of the following.  If you opt to do two or 
more, each should focus on a different disorder or treatment; overlap between 
assignments should be minimal.  You may do no more than two activities that have 
an asterisk (civic engagement, arts project, discussion group, individualized 
project).    
¨ One additional reaction paper (10%) 
¨ Research paper (20%) 
¨ DSM revision proposal (10%) 
¨ Civic engagement experience (10%)* 
¨ Arts project with artist’s statement (10%)* 
¨ Participation in weekly discussion group (10%)* 
¨ Individualized project (10%)*  
 
At this point, you might be quickly scanning the list of other available courses; I 
am aware that this seems like a lot of work.  But I really believe that each of these 
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assignments can ultimately enhance your knowledge about the course material.  
Please select the ones that you believe will be most instructive to you. 
 
Exam grades will be converted to letter grades using the following scale: 
93-100 A 
90-92.9 A- 
88-89.9 B+ 
83-87.9 B 

80-82.9 B- 
78-79.9 C+ 
73-77.9 C 
70-72.9 C- 

68-69.9 D+ 
63-67.9 D 
60-62.9 D- 
<60 NC 

 
Important Policies 
¨ I encourage you to make your overall wellbeing a priority during your time at 

Macalester and beyond.  Taking care of yourself will not only ensure your 
physical and emotional health but will also help you engage more fully in your 
academics.  I value, and I hope you also value, the wisdom of your 
experiences, thoughts, emotions, and identities.  This wisdom will guide how 
you handle the stressors you encounter.  In this class, please trust your wisdom 
and care for yourself.  If you need to step out of class – to go to the restroom, 
to get a drink of water, to take a moment to process thoughts or feelings that 
arise during class – please do so.  If you’d like help working through any 
particularly challenging experiences, feel free to talk to me or to seek support 
through campus resources (e.g., the Hamre Center for Health and Wellness; 
the Department of Multicultural Life; the Office of Student Affairs; the Center 
for Religious and Spiritual Life). 

¨ I am committed to the success of all students, and I am eager to provide 
reasonable accommodations to students with disabilities.  Please consult with 
the Disability Services staff (651.696.6874; disabilityservices@macalester.edu) 
as soon as possible.  They will send me a confidential letter detailing the 
appropriate accommodations for this course, and then you and I can meet to 
determine how those accommodations apply to this course. You will need at 
least two weeks’ notice before the first exam to set up extended time on 
exams or private testing areas, so please plan accordingly. 

¨ Late assignments will be accepted, but there will be a grade penalty.  Your 
grade will drop by a grade interval for each day between the official due date 
and the date I receive your paper; I define “day” as a 24-hour interval.  For 
instance, if a paper is due on Monday at 6:00 pm and you turn it in on 
Wednesday at 10:30 am, your grade would drop from, for example, a B+ to a 
B-.  I recognize that sometimes life interferes with academic work.  If there are 
mitigating circumstances that preclude your completing your work by the due 
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date, please come talk to me and we will discuss whether a grade penalty is 
warranted.      

¨ If you know you will be unable to attend class on an exam day because of a 
religious holiday or scheduled activity (e.g., field trip; mock trial competition; 
sporting event; job or grad school interview), please let me know one week in 
advance and I will arrange for you to take a make-up exam.  If an unusual life 
circumstance prevents your preparation for an exam (e.g., family tragedy; 
serious illness), I will also arrange for a make-up.  Make-up exams for other 
situations are unlikely. 

¨ Any evidence of academic dishonesty (e.g., cheating on exams; plagiarism on 
papers) will, in accordance with college guidelines, be reported to the Director 
of Academic Programs and Advising and will result in a grade of “0” on the 
assignment.  Under certain circumstances, it may result in your failing the 
course.  If you have a question about what constitutes academic dishonesty, 
please consult with me.  

¨ Incompletes will be granted only under extraordinary circumstances. 
  
Readings 
Readings will be posted to Moodle.  This includes chapters from the NOBA 
Project open access textbook Principles of Abnormal Psychology.   
 
Please read one of the following books for your first reaction paper: 

• Earley, P. (2007).  Crazy:  A father’s search through America’s mental health 
madness.  NY:  Berkley. 

• Roth, A. (2018).  Insane:  America’s criminal treatment of mental illness.  NY:  
Basic Books. 

 
You may choose to read one or more of the following, depending on your grading 
plan and your interests: 

• Moezzi, M. (2014).  Haldol and hyacinths:  A bipolar life.  New Hyde Park, 
NY:  Avery. 

• Ikpi, B. (2019).  I’m telling the truth but I’m lying.  NY:  Harper Perennial. 
• Hornbacher, Marya (2008).  Madness:  A bipolar life.  NY: Mariner Books.   
• Manning, M. (1995).  Undercurrents.  NY:  HarperCollins. 
• Robison, J.E. (2007).  Look me in the eye:  My life with Asperger’s.  NY:  

Three Rivers Press. 
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Course topics 
The historical and cultural context of defining the "disordered" 
Schizophrenia 
Anxiety disorders 
Dissociative disorders 
Post-traumatic stress disorder 
Borderline personality disorder 
Mood disorders 
Autistic spectrum disorders 
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 
Eating disorders 
Personality disorders 

 
 
Key Dates 
February 21 Exam 1 
February 28   Reaction paper on Crazy or 9 Highland due at 6:00 pm via 

Moodle 
March 13 Exam 2 
April 13 Exam 3 
April 17 Reaction papers on Haldol and hyacinths, I’m telling the truth but 

I’m lying; Undercurrents, and Madness, due at 6:00 pm via 
Moodle 

April 27 Research papers, artist statements, DSM revision proposals, and 
reaction papers on Look me in the Eye due at 6:00 pm via 
Moodle; arts projects can be submitted via Moodle or handed in 
personally. 

May 4 Exam 4 
May 4 Discussion group self-evaluation forms and civic engagement 

materials due at 6:00 pm via Moodle. 
 
 


