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PSY593 Special Topics: The Science of Existential Social Psychology 

 

 

Professor: Kenneth Vail, Ph.D.   Class time:  TBD 

Email:   vail.kenneth@gmail.com  Classroom: TBD 

Office:  Union Building, room 257  Office Hours: By appointment 

  

 

Most readings will be provided. 

 

Recommended handbook: 

Greenberg, J., Koole, S. L., & Pyszczynski, T. A. (Eds.). (2004). 

Handbook of experimental existential psychology. Guilford Press. 

ISBN: 978-1-59385-040-1 

 

 

 
 

 

Recommended handbook: 

Vail, K. E., & Routledge, C. (Eds.). (2020). The science of 

religion, spirituality, and existentialism. Academic Press. 

ISBN: 978-0-12817-204-9 

 

 
 

 

Course overview: 

 In this course we will introduce ourselves to the science of existential social psychology: 

the scientific study of how people think, feel, and behave as they navigate the critical issues of 

existence—of “being” and “becoming.” We will explore six major existential concerns: (1) life 

and death; (2) freedom, authenticity, and responsibility; (3) identity formation and development; 

(4) isolation, uncertainty, and truth/reality; (5) meaning and purpose in life; and (6) the roles of 

cognitive and motivational mechanisms in religion and spirituality.  

 The science of existential psychology, as you will see, is a very broad topic and during 

our class time we will not be able to cover its entirety. Instead, our class will feature a 

combination of the following: key readings in existential social psychology (original empirical 
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articles, reviews, book chapters, etc); thought papers; discussions designed to highlight, 

illustrate, and better understand important concepts; and foster creative new thought though 

proposals of original research projects. Sometimes these will be intended to complement one 

another, with the texts offering a broader view while in session we will explore a more focused 

consideration of particular theories and empirical studies. 

 

Course goals: 

Our ultimate goal is not just to memorize factual knowledge about research in existential social 

psychology, but also to digest the ideas behind those studies – that is, to understand a given idea 

and its empirical support, and then use that understanding to evaluate: a) whether the evidence is 

convincing, b) how it stacks up with our own experience, c) how it could be applied to improve 

our understanding of those around us, and d) how it relates to other perspectives. 

 

Our selection of readings, naturally, reflects my own view of the more important issues in 

psychological science, and is of course unavoidably restricted due to the breadth of issues and 

the brevity of the semester. Thus, although we’ll dive deep into the issues, do not expect this 

course to be exhaustive. 

 

Format & Expectations 

Our sessions will be in a seminar format. You will be expected to read and think about 

the assigned readings, prepare thoughts and questions, and then come discuss them together with 

myself and your fellow course mates. 

Our sessions will typically be conducted in small, informal, yet guided, discussion 

format. Each session, the readings will be discussed and used as a springboard for our own active 

exploration of theory, methodological issues, and/or applied and practical considerations. The 

discussions will be driven by your own insights, comments, and questions, with the goal of 

stimulating thought and empowering you all with a firmer grasp on the ideas and methodologies 

that could directly or indirectly improve your mastery of the topic, your immediate research 

projects (e.g., thesis projects), and your general skills in the research, communication, and 

application of the science of existential social psychology. However, I will of course be there to 

participate, provide supportive insights and background information, help provide feedback on 

your ideas, and to help steer the discussions as appropriate. 

Needless to say, the quality of these discussions will depend on thoughtful input from 

you. It is therefore expected that you will come to each session having substantively engaged the 

reading; that is, not just having simply skimmed the main points, but having taken the time to 

fully digest and reflect upon the issues at hand. To help ensure reading, comprehension, and 

provide fodder for discussion, for each session you will be required to write a brief reaction 

paper. Each reaction paper is intended to produce something of value (e.g., research ideas, 

develop a proposal, etc), so that you hopefully get something out of this training that will be of 

continued use to you on your career path. You will also be expected to serve as a discussion 

leader/facilitator in sessions on a rotating basis with your classmates. We will also have a series 

of low-impact quizzes and exams, to help give you opportunity to recall and apply the material. 

In addition to advancing your skills and preparing you to achieve your long-term 

professional goals, the immediate research goal for this course is for you to develop a project to 

potentially serve as your master’s thesis project. 
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Blackboard: 

Announcements, grades, and updates for the course will be posted on Blackboard, so please 

check the site on a regular basis. If you must miss a class, arrange for a fellow student to provide 

notes for you. To access Blackboard, go to https://bblearn.csuohio.edu/MACAuth/login.jsp and 

login with your CSUID & password. If you have trouble logging in, please contact IS&T. 

 

Course requirements/grading: 

 

Read, attend, and participate: 

There are 3 necessary ingredients to optimize your experience in this course. The first is 

obviously that you read and familiarize yourself with the material. The second is your routine 

and consistent presence (course grades are highly correlated with attendance). Third, take part in 

your own active contemplation of the material, take part in class discussion, and be prepared to 

explain and discuss course material in class.  

 

As a normally functioning person who at least occasionally steps outside your own room, your 

life experiences and behaviors are the very topic that the science of existential social psychology 

would seek to understand, explain, predict, and influence. Thus, you are in the position to think 

critically about the material and contribute—in other words: read, think about the material, and 

show up and engage the material! Though you must determine what at-home reading/study 

approach works best for you, I can recommend a few helpful tactics:  

a. don’t try to cram all the reading right before class or even necessarily in one sitting, 

but instead do read in increments so that you may digest the work as you go along. 

b. budget time to read and/or review the material; that is, don’t simply let your eyes scan 

the words with the TV on in the background and then call yourself done when you get 

to that last page. Some may also find it helpful to review the text anew after session. 

c. take notes about issues and questions that occur to you as you are reading, rather than 

trusting that they will come back to you later. 

d. research on memory and learning shows that practice is one of the best ways to learn 

and retain information. If you want to learn the theory and practical issues in a lasting 

way (and do well in discussions and project proposals while you’re at it), then 

practice applying your knowledge of the material. As you finish reading through the 

various sections of the materials, it is beneficial to come up with practice questions to 

test yourself on how well you know the material (i.e., practice using the material), 

and/or to think about how the theory and methodology could help explain various 

scenarios you see developing with your family, friends, acquaintances, politicians, 

pop personalities, etc., etc., etc. You can do this on your own or with a friend. 

 

1. Quizzes: 
Five quizzes (20 points each, 100 points total) will be posted to blackboard on specified dates 

throughout the semester. The quizzes will consist of multiple-choice, true/false, or short answer 

questions and each question will be worth 1 or 2 points. Quiz items will focus on topics covered 

in the readings and topics being discussed during that segment, but might also occasionally cover 

material from prior segments. Quiz scores will be posted on Blackboard when they are graded. 
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2. Exams: 
Four exams (50 points each, 200 points total) administered over the course of the semester will 

consist of multiple-choice, true/false, short answer, or full-length essay questions and each 

question will be worth 1 or 2 points. All exams will be cumulative with emphasis on recent and 

previously untested material. 

 

Make-up quizzes and exams: 

Any student who misses a quiz or exam for any reason (e.g., illness, family emergency, or 

athletics) must take a make-up within one week of the original assessment’s date and time, with 

a time-limit of 45 minutes for quizzes and 90 minutes for exams. Make-ups may only be taken to 

cover absences; they cannot be used to replace the score of an assessment already completed. In 

other words, you may not re-take a quiz or exam because you did not get the score you wanted.  

 

Also note that the make-up policy is also not a convenience to allow you to skip class to avoid a 

quiz/exam. Without appropriate prior notice of an absence, make-ups will consist exclusively of 

full-length essay questions, there will be fewer of them (thus, more points will ride on each 

answer), and they will be more difficult.  

 

It is possible that arrangements can be made to take the original quiz/exam with advance notice 

of the absence. I strongly encourage you to notify me as far in advance as possible about any 

anticipated absences, so that we can have time to address the issue prior to any scheduled 

quizzes/exams. 

 

3. Preparation (reaction papers) & participation: 
To prepare for the sessions, you will be required to read each article and write a brief reaction 

paper discussing the scheduled papers for that day. There will be a total of 23 days with 

scheduled readings, but I will only require a reaction paper for 20 of them (5 points each, 100 

points total). That means you’ll have 3 sessions of grace, in which not turning in a reaction paper 

will not impact your grade. Reaction papers should be at least 1 page (APA format) to discuss 

the research and your reactions to it. Bring a printed hard-copy of it with you to class.  

 

Reaction papers. Your reaction papers will serve 3 related functions: (1) they encourage 

you to read the material carefully and critically; (2) they will prepare you to discuss the material 

in a reasonably informed way during class; and (3) they are a tangible way of showing that you 

have read the material and are prepared for the session (on that note, one way to view this 

requirement is that these reflection papers take the place of a formal mid-term and final exam, 

the alternative method of checking up on the readings). You will turn in your paper at the end of 

class; thus, during research review sessions, your reaction papers will serve as notes for you, and 

you will be better able to engage with class as appropriate.  

 

Your reaction papers should include three components: 

1. A brief(!) summary of the readings. 

2. Your impressions of the readings, with careful considerations of both theoretical and/or 

methodological aspects of the work. This should be the most substantive component. 

3. At least 2 questions for the class. 



5 

 

 

The following questions could be used to help you organize yourself in writing your paper, and 

could fuel ideas about what types of questions to ask or how to steer your discussion. 

 

- What theoretical perspective(s) were explicitly considered in your reading?  

- Are there methodological issues?  

- Does the theory make logical sense? 

 

- Which points or ideas did you find interesting or helpful? Why? 

- Which ideas have important implications, and how? 

- Which ideas could be used to fuel additional research, and what might that look like?  

 

- Which points or ideas did you find unhelpful or problematic? Why? 

- Are there any portions of the idea/method that require clarification? Why? 

 

- What questions do you have about the readings, and could they help fuel class 

discussion? 

- What critiques do you have, and could those help fuel discussion? 

 

- To what extent/how is the reading relevant to other class readings/theories? Would other 

students see other connections? 

- How might the readings inform  

o a) the way we understand a historical or contemporary social incident or problem,  

o b) how we interact with others in the world, and/or  

o c) contacts between various populations (sex, race, class, religion, disability, 

orientation, etc)? 

 

You do not need to address each of the above questions (though you could), and you should feel 

free to address other issues not included above. Each paper should be unique to the reading. 

 

Reaction papers should be standard 12pt font, 1” margins, and at least 1 pages. Please spare 

the ever-so-subtle tricks to create length (e.g., taking half the page to write your name, the date, 

my name, the course title, course number, the citation for the paper, etc, etc, etc, or using wide 

paragraph spacing, etc)… don’t mess around, just dive in and write about the research. Keep in 

mind that these reaction papers do not need to be extremely detailed or exhaustive; you can 

reference issues in your reaction paper and then elaborate the details during in-class discussion.  

 

Participation. A major reason for this course’s focus on participation in discussion 

sessions is that learning takes place more effectively when information is handled in an active 

fashion, and when you can ask about things you didn’t know you needed to think about and get 

guidance on the many important things that you might have never written down. Feel free to ask 

questions or ask to spend some time going over the basics of a particular theory, method, or 

application of any topic that we might encounter. We can then endeavor to use our time to cover 

the material, or I can give a condensed interpretation in-session and then refer you to the 

appropriate materials for more in-depth coverage. 
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Please do not feel shy about speaking up. You’re only a student for a limited time, so try to 

make it a point to ask about things as often as you wonder about them. I can assure you that the 

environment for each session will be welcoming to questions and the open exchange of ideas, 

whatever they may be.  

 

Also, although I am technically running the show, I do not view myself as the “leader” of 

these sessions in the way that an instructor “leads” a lecture. Instead, the course is intended as a 

“seminar” experience, which involves everyone and values stimulating questions and curiosities 

as much (or more) than having immediate answers. So, though I will be participating in the 

discussions, this course is ultimately about empowering you with an advanced command of the 

key issues in researching, communicating, and applying the science of existential psychology. So 

please actively engage the material and encourage each other to ask and answer questions, to 

disagree with each other in productive ways, and to think in new and interesting ways. 

 

4. Discussion leadership 
You’ll be expected to serve as discussion leader for about 4 sessions (25 points each, 100 points 

total), in pairs or teams of three (depending on the size of the class), on a rotating basis. The 

discussion leaders are each expected to do three things: 

 

1. Think critically—in advance—about what kinds of issues would be interesting and 

stimulating to discuss, and prepare discussion points and questions in advance. 

2. Demonstrate an advanced level of understanding of the material and guide our group 

through the topic.  

3. Fuel discussion; keep the group actively contemplating the issues. 

 

A sign-up sheet and schedule of readings will be circulated on the first day of class; please 

choose a set of dates that you know you can attend, to ensure that you can complete the 

discussion leader assignments.  

 

For sessions in which you are a discussion leader, you do not need to prepare a “reaction paper”, 

per se. Instead, you should prepare “discussion leadership notes”, that prepare yourself (on 

paper) for the three abovementioned tasks. You’ll need to prepare these ahead of time, send 

them to me by noon the day before the session so I can see what you’ve prepared, and then 

bring them to class as a guide. You are also more than welcome to meet with me prior to the 

class if you would like to talk about issues/questions for the class to discuss. 

 

Research proposal 
You will be required to propose an original study idea as a possible thesis project. That 

means you’ll need to devise an interesting research question and develop a specific experimental 

design to answer your question. You will need to submit a preliminary draft proposal to me, go 

through a few rounds of revision, and then submit a final written research proposal. 

Proposals in this course should apply existential social psychology to your particular 

domain of interest, with some direction and guidance from me. We’ll also need to make sure that 

your proposal goes beyond what is already known within your particular domain; that is, try to 

come up with something either theoretically or methodologically innovative, that adds to an 
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extant area of the literature. Some examples include proposing a theoretical integration, a new 

application of some sort, a test of a new method, a new way to think about an old problem, or 

test a brand new theoretical idea (assuming it has reasonable logical support).  

There should be an explicit rationale for why your topic is important, a focus on explaining 

what your experiment is designed to tell us, and a detailed description of exactly how it will do 

so. Note the paper will be that much more productive if it is a project you might actually conduct 

(e.g., a possible thesis proposal).  

 

5. Initial/draft proposal ideas 
Throughout the semester, you will be expected to think about and devise a research 

question and a specific research design to address it. After we’ve covered all the major areas of 

existential concern (after Exam 3), in week 13, you will submit an initial draft of your favorite 

and most interesting research idea (1 page max) that you would want to pursue for your final 

project proposal. I’ll evaluate it and give you feedback. This preliminary exercise will be your 

opportunity to plan out your proposed experiment, with the caveat that your study topic/design 

needs my approval before proceeding. One reason for this is to encourage you to put “pen to 

paper” at a point early enough in the semester that you can effectively determine whether there is 

enough information on a topic and whether you can integrate it into some coherent form. 

Another reason is that I can give you some feedback, if necessary, and perhaps suggest other 

ideas or sources at a point in the semester that is not too late. It goes without saying that you do 

not have to wait until end of semester to start on your research ideas, and it’s also helpful to 

generate myriad research ideas so that we can selectively choose the best from the “menu” of 

those various ideas. 

 

6. Final project proposal 
After you’ve received feedback from me about your initial/draft proposal idea, you will be 

expected to grow that initial draft into a full final proposal. Your final research proposal should 

be an APA style proposal for your empirical study on your topic, adjusted from your original 

idea based on feedback and ongoing discussion. Please consult the APA Publication Manual for 

format guidelines. Your proposal should be somewhere in the neighborhood of 10-15 pages (not 

counting title, abstract, references, tables, figures), but length will depend on the demands of the 

theoretical questions and method descriptions, and should contain: 

A. An introduction that forecasts your study, reviews the relevant research, articulates the 

hypotheses you seek to assess, and explicates the nature of the contribution that your 

study would make 

B. A method section describing the design, procedures, and materials, and how they will 

enable you to assess the merits of your hypotheses. 

C. A planned analysis and anticipated results section describing how you plan to analyze the 

data and specific expected findings based on your theoretically derived hypotheses. 
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Schedule of graded materials:  

Participation (reaction papers) 

• Expected every session, required for 20 of the 23 sessions. 

Discussion session leadership  

• Expected approximately 10 times throughout the semester (depending on class size), 

during 10 of our 23 discussion sessions.  

Quizzes & Exams 

• We’ll engage each general topic for 3 sessions, and we’ll alternate with quizzes and more 

substantive exams. That is, we’ll engage a topic for 3 sessions, then take a small quiz on 

that specific topic (that topic ONLY); then, we’ll engage the next topic for 3 sessions, 

and then we’ll have a more substantive exam (cumulative, plus the two general topics 

we’ve covered since the previous exam, with emphasis on the most recent topic).  

Project proposal 

• A draft of an initial idea is due on a specified day, about ¾ of the way through the 

semester. Final full drafts are due at the beginning of the last day of class. Late papers 

will not be accepted. 

 

Points Distribution by course task: 

Below is a breakdown of the points from the various exams, quizzes, etc. There will be no curve. 

Everyone has an opportunity to earn an “A”. 

 

  Points % of grade 

1 Quizzes 100 13% 

2 Exams 200 27% 

3 Preparation (reaction papers),  

and participation 

100 13% 

4 Discussion leadership  100 13% 

5 Initial proposal idea/draft 50 7% 

6 Final project proposal 200 27% 

 Total 750 100% 

 

Grading scale and exact points breakdown: 

Instead of focusing on your grade in this class I would rather that you find the material 

interesting and useful in its own right as I hope that years down the road, the things you learn in 

this class will be of greater value to you than what grade you happened to receive. Recognizing, 

however, that your grades are of some importance, final letter grades will be calculated based on 

the total number of points earned with letter grades assigned as per the following: 

 

Letters by points 

A 750-698 C+ 599-578 

A- 697-675 C 577-525 

B+ 674-652 D 524-450 

B 652-623 F 449-0 

B- 622-600   

 

Letters by percent 

A 100-93% C+ 79.99-77% 

A- 92.99-90% C 76.99-70% 

B+ 89.99-87% D 69.99-60% 

B 86.99-83% F 59.99-0% 

B- 82.99-80%   
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Respect Policy: 

Respect is an essential part of an effective classroom. By enrolling in this class, you are agreeing 

to show respect for the instructor, other students, and yourself. Please demonstrate respect by: 

• Engaging in polite discussion and dignified discussion. The topic will require us to deal with 

some hot-button social issues, such as race, sex, religion, and politics, and we will certainly 

discuss some of these together in class. It is imperative that we approach these discussions in a 

polite manner, cooperatively focusing on and evaluating the merits of various relevant 

psychological ideas, research questions, and methodology. 

• Arriving to class on time and staying until the end; doing otherwise disrupts class. 

• Not using tablets, phones, or other devices; these devices are captivating and fun, which is 

exactly why (even with the best of intentions) they often end up being distractions in the 

classroom. Leave them at home or turn them off during class. 

 

Academic honesty: 

Academic integrity is fundamental to the activities and principles of a university. All members of 

the academic community must be confident that each person's work has been responsibly and 

honorably acquired, developed, and presented. Any effort to gain an advantage not given to all 

students is dishonest whether or not the effort is successful. The academic community regards 

breaches of the academic integrity rules as extremely serious matters. Sanctions for such a 

breach may include academic sanctions from the instructor, including failing the course for any 

violation, to disciplinary sanctions ranging from probation to expulsion. When in doubt about 

plagiarism, paraphrasing, quoting, collaboration, etc., consult the course instructor. 

 

Students with Disabilities: 

If you anticipate barriers related to the format or requirements of this course, if you have 

emergency medical information to share, or need to make arrangements in case the building must 

be evacuated, please let me know as soon as possible. If disability related accommodations are 

necessary (for example, a note taker, extended time on exams, captioning), please register with 

the Office of Disability Services (https://www.csuohio.edu/offices/disability/), and notify me of 

your eligibility for reasonable accommodations. For other CSU resources for students with 

disabilities, click on "Disability Resources" at the bottom of the CSU homepage. 

 

Intellectual pluralism: 

The University community welcomes intellectual diversity and respects student rights. Students 

who have questions or concerns regarding the atmosphere in this class (including respect for 

diverse opinions) may contact the Department Chairperson or Undergraduate Director. All 

students will submit an anonymous evaluation of the instructor/course at the end of the course.  

 

Recording class material: 

Because your peers will be giving oral presentations, audio or video recordings of course activity 

is not allowed unless specifically permitted by the faculty member and/or students who are 

recorded. Further, the redistribution of audio or video recordings of statements or comments 

from the course to individuals who are not students in the course is prohibited without the 

express permission of the faculty member and of any students who are recorded. 



10 

 

Course schedule* 

Week Date Topic  Readings 

1 Tue Jan 13 Course intro, syllabus review Syllabus 

  Thur Jan 15 What is existential social psych? 

Quiz 1 

See reading list… 

    

2 Tue Jan 20 MLK DAY – NO CLASS  

  Thur Jan 22 Life & Death: Defense against mortality  See reading list… 

    

3 Tue Jan 27 Life & Death: Defense against mortality 

Quiz 2 

See reading list… 

  Thur Jan 29 Life & Death: Embracing life and growth See reading list… 

    

4 Tue Feb 3 Life & Death: Embracing life and growth See reading list… 

 Thur Feb 5 EXAM 1: cumulative + death, life/growth  

    

5 Tue Feb 10 Freedom: Not enough. See reading list… 

  Thur Feb 12 Freedom: Too much. See reading list… 

    

6 Tue Feb 17 PRESIDENT’S DAY – NO CLASS  

 Thur Feb 19 Freedom: A happy medium? 

Quiz 3 

See reading list… 

    

7 Tue Feb 24 Identity: Formation/development & boundaries See reading list… 

  Thur Feb 26 Identity: The social and cultural self See reading list… 

    

8 Tue Mar 2 Identity: Authenticity & “true self” See reading list… 

 Thur Mar 4 EXAM 2: cumulative + freedom, identity  

    

9 Mar 8-12 SPRING RECESS (NO CLASS)  

    

10 Tue Mar 16 Isolation: The “me” and the “I” See reading list… 

 Thur Mar 18 Isolation: Uncertainty See reading list… 

     

11 Tue Mar 23 Isolation: Shared reality 

Quiz 4 

See reading list… 

 Thur Mar 25 Meaning: Micro and macro systems See reading list… 

    

12 Tue Mar 30 Meaning: Navigation, goals, purpose See reading list… 

  Thur Apr 1 Meaning: Individual differences & awe See reading list… 

     

13 Tue Apr 6 EXAM 3: cumulative + isolation, meaning See reading list… 

  Thur Apr 8 Religious/spiritual cognition: Is it “natural”? 

Initial proposal idea/draft due 

See reading list… 
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14 Tue Apr 13 Religious/spiritual cognition: System 1 & 2. See reading list… 

  Thur Apr 15 Religious/spiritual cognition: Atheists 

Quiz 5 

See reading list… 

     

15 Tue Apr 20 Religious/spiritual motivation: Death, Freedom See reading list… 

  Thur Apr 22 Religious/spiritual motivation: Identity, Isolation See reading list… 

     

16 Tue Apr 27 Religious/spiritual motivation: Meaning, Purpose See reading list… 

 Thur Apr 29 EXAM 4: cumulative + religion/spirituality  

     

17 Tue May 4 Finals week – NO FINAL EXAM 

Final Project Proposal Due 

 

*Revisions to the schedule will be announced in class and/or posted on Blackboard if necessary. 
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DISCUSSION LEADER SCHEDULE (p. 1 of 4) 

 

Please sign up to be a discussion leader for ONE of the following sessions:  

 

Thu, Jan 15 What is existential social psychology? 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 22 Life & Death: Defense against mortality 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Jan 27 Life & Death: Defense against mortality 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 29 Life & Death: Embracing life and growth 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Feb 3 Life & Death: Embracing life and growth 

Discussion leaders:  
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DISCUSSION LEADER SCHEDULE (p. 2 of 4) 

 

Please sign up to be a discussion leader for ONE of the following sessions: 

  

Thu, Jan 15 Freedom: Too much 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 22 Freedom: Not enough 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Jan 27 Freedom: A happy medium? 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 29 Identity: Formation/development & boundaries 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Feb 3 Identity: The social and cultural self 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Feb 3 Identity: Authenticity & the “true self” 

Discussion leaders:  
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DISCUSSION LEADER SCHEDULE (p. 3 of 4) 

 

Please sign up to be a discussion leader for ONE of the following sessions  

 

Thu, Jan 15 Isolation: The “me” and the “I” 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 22 Isolation: Uncertainty 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Jan 27 Isolation: Shared reality 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 29 Meaning: Micro and Macro systems 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Feb 3 Meaning: Navigation, goals, purpose 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Feb 3 Meaning: Individual differences & awe 

Discussion leaders:  
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DISCUSSION LEADER SCHEDULE (p. 4 of 4) 

 

Please sign up to be a discussion leader for ONE of the following sessions.  

 

Thu, Jan 15 Religious/spiritual cognitions: Is it “natural”? 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 22 Religious/spiritual cognitions: System 1 & 2 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Jan 27 Religious/spiritual cognitions: Atheists 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Thur, Jan 29 Religious/spiritual motivation: Death, Freedom 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Feb 3 Religious/spiritual motivation: Identity, Isolation 

Discussion leaders:  

  

  

Tue, Feb 3 Religious/spiritual motivation: Meaning, Purpose 

Discussion leaders:  
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READING LIST (SUGGESTIONS) 

PSY593: The Science of Existential Social Psychology 

 

 

Session 1  What is existential social psychology? Content 

Pyszczynski, T., Greenberg, J., & Koole, S. (2004). Experimental existential 

psychology: Exploring the human confrontation with reality. (pp. 3-9) 

In J. Greenberg, S. L., Koole, & T. Pyszczynski (Eds.), Handbook of 

experimental existential psychology. New York: Guilford. 

6pg 

Koole, S., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2004). The best of two worlds: 

Experimental existential psychology now and in the future. (pp. 497-

504) In J. Greenberg, S. L., Koole, & T. Pyszczynski (Eds.), Handbook 

of experimental existential psychology. New York: Guilford. 

8pg 

Koole, S., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2006). Introducing science to the 

psychology of the soul: Experimental existential psychology. 

Perspectives in Psychological Science, 15, 212-216. 

4pg 

3 readings; 18 pgs content 

 

 

Session 2  Life & Death: Defense against mortality Content 

Greenberg, J., Vail, K. E., & Pyszczynski, T. (2015). Terror management 

theory and research: How the desire for death transcendence drives our 

strivings for meaning and significance. (pp. 85-134) In A. Elliot (Ed.) 

Advances in Motivation Science. Academic Press. 

39pg 

1 readings; 39 pgs content 

 

 

Session 3  Life & Death: Defense against mortality Content 

Gailliot, M. T., Stillman, T. F., Schmeichel, B. J., Maner, J. K., & Plant, E. A. 

(2008). Mortality Salience Increases Adherence to Salient Norms and 

Values. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34, 993–1003 
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