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This in formation is intended for  instructors of courses in psychology and law 

within the undergraduate curriculum .  As interest in the fie ld has grown, so 

too has the availability of  materials that instructors can use to enhance 

studentsõ experiences and deepen their understanding of core concepts, 

theories, and practices in psychology and law.   Our goal is to gather the se 

diverse materials  and make them easily accessible to instructors.   

 
After commenting briefly on the multitude of names attached to our field and 

to undergraduate courses,  we describe recent increases in the number and 

type of undergraduate  course offerings, the diverse ways in w hich topics in 

psychology and law  can be integrated into the undergraduate curriculum , 

and some common learning objectives  of these courses.  We then provide 

listings of various course descriptions, relevant textbooks, sources for lecture 

material , and writing assignments .  We also present ideas for involving 

students in active learning experiences through demonstrat ions, role -playing, 

and debates, and provide listings of relevant websites and video resources.  

Although we have attempted to be curren t and thorough, we have 

undoubtedly omitted something of relevance .  Consider this document to be a 

work -in -progress and bring those items to our attention so that others might 

benefit from your experience and knowledge.  

 

 

Whatõs in a name:  Forensic Psychology?  Psychology and Law?  

Psycholegal Psychology?  Legal Psychology?  

 

 
First, we must tackle the confusing issue of what topic, exactly, we teach.  

Although there is not universal agreement about the scope of these names 

(e.g., does forensic psychology refer only to the application of clinical 

psychology to legal issues or does it encompass other areas of psychology as 

well?), we suggest that Otto and Fuleroõs (2006) definition is a good one.  

They construe these names (and more importantly, the field) as referring 

broadly  to the application of psychological research, theory, or practice to the 

legal system or legal issues.   Accordingly, we use the terms interchangeably.  

 

 

Increased number of course offerings  

 

 
Perhaps it began with the film The Silence of the Lambs.   Maybe realistic 

television dramas such as Hill Street Blues , L.A. Law, The Practice, and Law 
and Order  spawned our collective interest.  Certainly, the advent of cable 

television and round -the-clock portrayals of both real and fictitious cri me, 
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punishment, and justice further whetted our appetites. Undoubtedly, CSI 
helped to seal the deal.  Studentsõ interest in understanding how laws 

influence behavior and how behavior, in turn, influences laws and legal 

institutions has never been greater. Their curiosity about career options in 

the field of legal psychology has also increased in recent years.   

 

Those interests have led to considerable growth in the number of faculty 

trained in scientific psychology and law, and to an increase in educationa l 

opportunities and offerings with in  the undergraduate curriculum . For 

example, whereas few such courses existed just 20 years ago, of the 25 NRC 

top-ranked psychology departments in the U.S. , 40% listed at least one 

formal psychology and law course in the ir most recent (2006 -2007) catalog 

and 12% offered more than one such course.  Among the 10 U.S. News and 
World Report top-ranked liberal arts colleges, 50% described at least one 

psychology-law course in their most recent catalog.  

 

 

Models for i ntegrating  psychology and law into the  

undergraduate curriculum  

 

 
Others have described models for incorporating legal issues and concepts into 

the psychology curriculum (e.g., Fulero, Greene, Hans, Nietzel, Small, & 

Wrightsman,  1999; Ogloff, Tomkins, & Bersoff, 19 96; Otto and Fulero , 2006). 

We briefly describe these models to illustrate the diverse ways that the two 

fields have come together  and suggest that new instructors borrow what  has 

proven to be useful from previously -existing curricula.  

 

At one end of the c ontinuum  are psychology courses that provide minimal 

coverage of topics in psychology and law.  I nstructors of survey courses in 

introductory,  developmental, social , clinical,  industrial/organizational, 

cognitive, community, ap plied, or biological psycholo gy might spend a day or 

two or a week or two , focusing on forensic issues  in their respective 

disciplines .  An advantage of this approach is that i nstructors do not need  

specialized knowledge of the theories and research findings in psychology and 

law  in order to incorporate forensically -relevant topics into these courses . 

Just as instructors of introductory p sychology cover topics about which they 

have little formal instruction, so too , do instructors who opt to address a few 

forensic issues and topics tha t are relevant  to the course.  So, for example, a 

course in social psychology could cover the questioning techniques used to 

garner criminal confessions as a way to illustrate social influence processes ; a 

course in cognitive psychology could present infor mation related to the 

unreliability of eyewitness memory as illustration of memory fallibility ; and a 

course in clinical psychology might describe assessment techniques with 

reference to instruments used in forensic evaluations .  Many textbooks that 
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survey  an area of psychology now include chapters on real -world applications, 

often including legal applications, so instructors might be able to simply 

amplify or supplement textbook coverage.  

 

Somewhat more narrowly focused are the many courses offered at coll eges 

and universities that are stand -alone survey courses in psychology and law .  

These courses cover issues at the juncture of law and many  sub-fields of 

psychology (e.g., the developmental psychology of child witnesses, clinical 

aspects of victimology, p hysiological psychology involved in lie detection, and 

social psychological aspects of jury decision making ). A number of textbooks 

(described below) are available for use in survey courses in psychology and 

law ; although coverage varies, they typically co ver a wide variety of topics in 

somewhat limited detail.  Many of the demonstrations and films that we 

describe below could easily be incorporated into undergraduate survey 

courses in psychology and law.   

 

At the other end of the continuum are seminars th at focus exclusively on  

specific topics in psychology and law such as the psychology of police , 

eyewitness testimony, family violence, juvenile justice, and r ace and gender 

issues.  These advanced seminars are usually taught by faculty with 

specialized kno wledge or research interests in a particular sub -field of 

psychology and law and typically have smaller enrollments than survey 

courses. Many require a survey course i n psychology and law as a 

prerequisite.  Instructors  tend to utilize readings from origin al sources such 

as academic journals, law reviews, or case law rather than textbooks.   

 

Finally, although most legal psychology courses are offered within psychology 

departments and count toward a psychology major, some colleges and 

universities offer cou rses in criminal justice, legal studies, and forensic 

sciences (often in interdisciplinary programs)  that also include coverage of 

topics in psychology and law.  Some of these programs have a distinct applied 

orientation (e.g., focusing on court administra tion, police training, or forensic 

nursing practices) whereas others  take a more scholarly, liberal arts 

approach, examining social justice issues, for example.    

 

 

Learning objectives of courses  in psychology and law  

 

 
Courses that integrate  psychology and law tend to have a common focus.  In 

general, these courses illustrate how principles of scientific psychology can be 

applied to legal  issues. This decidedly practical approach is often  a welcome 

contrast to more theoretically -based coursework and can spark studentsõ 

interests in applications of psychological science  in other settings including 

health care , business, government, and the military .   
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Psycholegal courses tend to have more specific objectives, as well.  The law 

makes a number of assumptions  about human behavior and these courses 

encourage students to find and evaluate the  appropriateness of these 

assumptions in light of findings from empirical psychological research .  They 

also help students to understand the diverse ways that psychologists can 

interact with the legal system ñas òpure scientistsó who conduct research 

that others use to shape legal policy, as òproblem solversó who formulate and 

evaluate programs that address various societal issues such as drug abuse or 

domestic violence, and as òtechniciansó who apply their technical skills and 

knowledge in the delivery of services to the legal system as expert witnesses, 

evaluators, or clinicians (Small, 1993).  Finally, these courses can convey to 

students that the law i s a fascinating and co nstantly evolving human 

institution that is amenable to an alysis using psychological concepts  and 

research findings.  

 

 

Course descriptions  

 

 
The website of the American Psychology -Law Society ( www.ap -ls.org) 

provides links to approximately 20 syllabi from undergraduate courses in 

psychology and law.  Articles describing both survey courses and seminars 

are published in Teaching of Psychology and Law and Human Behavior (e.g., 

Greene, 1987; Greene, 2007; Liss, 1992; Mill er, 1997; Swenson, 1983). 

 

 

Textbooks  

 

 
Several textbooks are available for  undergraduate survey courses in 

psychology and law or as supplements in more general courses in abnormal, 

social, cognitive, and developmental psychology, for example .  These are 

authored books rather than edited books; the latter might be used more often  

in undergraduate seminar s or graduate level courses that focu s on a 

narrower range of issues .   

 

 Arrigo, B. , & Shipley, S.  (2004 ). Introduction to forensic psychology:  
Issues and controversies in crime and justice  (2nd edition) .  Academic 

Press. 

 Bartol, C., & Bartol, A. (2004a ).  Psychology and law:  Theory, 
research, and application  (3rd edition) .  Wadsworth/Thomson . 

 Bartol, C., & Bartol, A. (2004 b).  Introduction to forensic psy chology:  
Research and applications.  Sage. 

http://www.ap-ls.org/
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 Costanzo, M. (2004).  Psychology applied to law.  Wadsworth/Thomson.  

 Greene, E., Heilbrun, K., Nietzel, M., & Fortune, W. (2007).  

Wrightsmanõs Psychology and the legal system (6th  edition).  

Wadsworth/Thomson.  

 Horowitz, I., Willging, T., & Bordens, K. (1998).  The psychology of law 
(2nd edition).  Addison -Wesley. 

 Kapardis, A. (2003).  Psychology and law:  A critical introduction (2nd 

edition).   Cambridge University Press.  

 Levine, M., Wallach, L., & Levine, D. (2006)  Psychological problems, 
social issues, and the law  (2nd edition).  Allyn & Bacon.  

 Monahan, J., & Walker, L. (2006 ).  Social science in law:  Cases and 
materials (6th  edition).  Foundation Press.  

 Schul ler, R., & Ogloff, J.  (2001). Introduction to psychology and law:  
Canadian perspectives.  University of Toronto Press.  

 Walker, L. & Shapiro, D. (2003).  Introduction to forensic  psychology:  
Clinical and social psychological perspectives.  Kluwer 

Academic/Plenum Publishers.  

 Wrightsman, L., & Fulero, S. (200 5).  Forensic psychology (2nd edition).  

Wadsworth/Thomson.   

 

Coverage is variable even among the books listed here.  For ex ample, some 

textbooks (e.g., Walker & Shapiro, 2003) focus only on the application of 

clinical psychology to the law whereas others (Greene et al., 2007; Schuller & 

Ogloff, 2001) provide broader coverage.  Some textbooks (e.g., Costanzo, 2004) 

are geared t oward beginning college students whereas othe rs (e.g., Monahan 

& Walker, 2006 ) are intended for use in upper -level courses or in law schools.  

On-line instructorsõ manuals that include demonstration ideas, topics for 

debate, suggestions for additional rea ding, and test questions accompany 

some texts (e.g., Bartol & Bartol [2004a]; Greene et al.; Wrightsman & 

Fulero ) and test banks and discussion questions are available for others (e.g., 

Bartol & Bartol [2004b]; Costanzo ).  Instructors should carefully revi ew these 

texts and ancillary materials before making a decision about adoption.  

 

 

Sources for l ecture material  

 

 
The American Psychological Association has a website devoted exclusively to 

psychology and law ( www. apa.org/psyclaw ).  It provides links to APA amicus 
curiae briefs in cases dating back to 1962 (listed by topic, alphabetically by 

case name, and by date).  It has links to articles published in the òJudicial 

Notebookó column of the APA Monitor on Psycholo gy.  These short articles 

feature a case currently in lit igation, describe psychological research  relevant 

to the case, and often suggest new areas of inquiry prompted by the facts of 

the case.  Of interest to undergraduate instructors is the link to a sec tion of 

http://www.apa.org/psyclaw
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the APA website entitled Psychology Matters.  Here, visitors can find 

additional links to short summaries of various topics (e.g., prison substance 

abuse treatment and recidivism, the psychology of fingerprints, racial bias 

and desegregation), each of which includes summaries of findings, the 

significance of the findings, and practical applications.  These would be 

especially useful in preparation of lecture material.  

 

Current Directions in Psychological Science  (a journal of the Association for 

Psychological Science) provides 3 -4 page synopses of important research 

programs, typically authored by leading re searchers in the field.  Many  

articles related to psycholegal issues have been published in recent years 

(e.g., Bruck & Ceci, 2004; Lassiter, 20 02; Thagard, 2006; Wells & Hasel, 

2007) and are an easily accessible source of information for instructors who 

may lack the relevant backgro und on a particular topic.  

 

 

Writing  assignments  

 

 
McCauley (2007) provides suggestions for interesting ways to inco rporate 

writing assignments into the legal psychology curriculum.  She begins with 

an assignment to critique a media portrayal of forensic psychology.  Students 

watch a feature film and comment on the extent to which the portrayal is 

consistent with scient ific research on a particular topic.  As the semester 

progresses, students present their findings in conjunction with coverage of 

their chosen topics.   (Schwarzmueller [2006] suggests a similar assignment 

but rather than having students write  about the med ia portrayal, she asks 

them to make presentations of video clips from television and feature films 

and to critique the portrayals of forensic professionals in these clips.)    

 

The second assignment that McCauley describes is a paper in which students 

analy ze the extent to which Supreme Court opinions accurately represent 

empirical research findings.   This task requires students to confront the 

apparently difficult realization  that Supreme Court justices (and by 

implication, other judges) sometimes make erro neous interpretations of 

findings in psychological science.  

 

Finally, McCauley asks her students to prepare an amicus brief on a topic  of 

interest and to describe a case that would benefit from the research.  This 

assignment requires that students read at least 20 empirical articles, 

synthesize them, and prepare a coherent written analysis.  

 

Greene (2007) describes a writing and presentation  exercise that serves as 

the culmination of a semester -long advanced seminar in psychology and law. 

The activity mimic s court hearings  and requires students to function at 



 9 

different times  as both psychology expert and as judge. More specifically, 

students become psychological experts  for a particular party in a legal case 

and must locate , write about,  and present the best  available empirical  

evidence that would help that party prevail. The cases concern issues about 

which somewhat conflicting psychological data exist ( e.g., the validity of 

repressed memories; the utility of drug testing of pregnant women; 

conflicting right s in adoptions) so both sides of the case can be represented.  

Students  then present their  written analyses to a three -judge panel 

constituted of the professor and two students who have read the student -

expertsõ papers and who question them about the basis  for their findings and 

the validity of their conclusions. The assignment  demonstrates the broad 

concept of applying psychological research findings to the legal system and 

requires students to think creatively about how to convince others of the 

legitimac y of their arguments .   

 

Although conceived as an assignment for a graduate course, Knapp and 

VandeCreekõs (2004) description of using case law to teach about ethics could 

easily be adapted for an advanced undergraduate seminar.  These authors 

describe thr ee well-known cases (Tarasoff v. Regents of the University of 
California on the duty to warn or protect potential victims, Jaffee v. Redmond 
on privileged communication, and Osheroff v. Chestnut Lodge on 

psychologistsõ responsibilities when their patients do not respond to 

treatment) and ask students to comment on how they would have resp onded 

ethically to the facts of each case . 

 

Finally, t he instructorõs manuals that accompany various textbooks (see 

above) also include many topics for writing assignments.    

 

 

Active learning experiences  

 

 
To enhance studentsõ learning experiences, many instructors opt to include 

active learning exercises into their course schedules. Benjamin (1991) notes 

that the most effective teaching methods are those that promote stude ntsõ 

active participation in the learning process.  Harton (2002) encourages the 

use of focused interactive learning (FIL) as a tool to facilitate active student 

participation through directed discussion. Problem -based learning (PBL) is 

also frequently cit ed as a method to encourage active student involvement. In 

this type of classroom situation, small groups of students work together to 

solve realistic problems within the context of the psychology and law 

curriculum (see Amador, Miles and Peters [2006] for  a general review). The 

instructorsõ manuals for the Greene et al. (2007) and Wrightsman and Fulero 

(2005) textbooks include ideas for interesting demonstrations, class 

discussions and debates, and role playing exercises.  In addition, the 
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newsletter of th e American Psychology -Law Society ( www.ap -ls.org), 

published three times a year on -line, includes a column on teaching 

techniques.  A selective list of  demonstration ideas sorted by topic follows.  

 

Eyewitness testimony  

Bornstein (2006) describes a demonstration in which students become the 

witnesses as a woman interrupts the class.  He subsequently tests studentsõ 

memory for the event they witnessed on two separate occasions to acquaint 

them with the fallibility of witn ess memory.  

 

Dragon (1992) suggests a demonstration of eyewitness accuracy in which 

students stage and videotape an instructorõs mock assassination.  Less 

dramatic crimes (including staged assaults and purse snatchings) can be 

reenacted in the classroom t o demonstrate the unreliability of eyewitness 

memory.  An extension involves staging physical lineups or (as is more 

commonly done) showing photographic lineups to the eyewitnesses, 

manipulating whether the perpetrator is included in the lineup.  

 

Miller (1 997) describes a project involving the accuracy of eyewitness reports. 

After reading literature on the topic, students identify factors that can affect 

the reliability of eyewitness memory and then fabricate a crime that includes 

these factors. As each gro up presents its crime to the class, other students 

evaluate the crime to assess which particular factors could be influencing the 

witnessesõ memory. A mock trial follows in which class members serve as an 

expert witness on eyewitness reliability and as a d efense attorney attempting 

to discredit the memory of the eyewitness based on the factors presented in 

the crime.  

 

Bennett (2000) demonstrates psychological aspects of crime investigation and 

eyewitness memory by staging a simulated theft from her office i n front of 

unsuspecting stu dents and assigning other students to take on the role of 

òinvestigators,ó interviewing the eyewitnesses individually  and showing 

photographic lineups.  These exercises provide fodder for discussions about 

eyewitness phenomena an d the fragmentary nature of memory, the effects of 

leading questions, the difficulty of determining òthe truthó from conflicting 

accounts, and the effects of biased and unbiased lineups and instructions.  

 

Insanity defense  

Fass (1999) describes a role playi ng exercise to educate students on the issue 

of the insanity defense and related psycholegal topics. Five student 

volunteers randomly receive role playing profiles which they are to portray 

when asked questions about their behavior by fellow classmates.  T he profiles 

include details about the characterõs personal information and the scenario in 

which they were involved (e.g., an angry 5 -year old who threw an electric fan 

http://www.ap-ls.org/
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into the fatherõs bathwater and electrocuted him; a 30-year old schizophrenic 

who thoug ht the mailman was Charles Manson and shot him to death).   After 

each role play, students discuss whether or not punitive action should be  

taken against the individual.  
 
Gray (1995) uses the dramatization of a retrial of John Hinckley Jr. to teach 

the concept of the insanity defense.  This demonstration involves a cast of six 

students who reenact the roles of judge, defendant, attorneys, and expert 

psychiatric witnesses in a moot courtroom of a law school.  After the trial , 

students discuss criteria for th e determination of insanity an d judgments 

about the guilt or innocence of the defendant.  
 

Case negotiation and plea bargaining  

Hans (2001) suggests the use of a drunk en driving case to teach students 

about negotiation and plea bargaining in the criminal j ustice system.  She 

describes the scenario and a discussion of legal issues that it raises.  She 

divides students into groups of four and assigns them roles as the defendant, 

defense attorney, victim, and prosecutor.  The prosecution and defense teams 

meet separately to discuss their negotiation plan and conduct research to 

support their offer strategies.  

 

Larsenõs (1987) demonstration of the prisonerõs dilemma illustrates the 

decisions people make when they have the choice of cooperating or competing.  

Wit h some clever refinement, the demonstration can be effectively used in the 

context of plea bargaining and negotiating.  

 

Westbrook (2001) describes a plea bargaining exercise concerning a heroin 

delivery charge to help students better understand the competi ng legal and 

moral obligations of the adversarial system.  Students are divided into groups 

of prosecutors, defenders and observers but negotiate in teams of two.  With 

the use of handouts the pairs discuss their negotiation strategy before 

meeting in pre -assigned groups to conduct the actual negotiation to reach 

their final settlement decisions.  

 

Litigation process es 

Tomkins (1992) describes role -playing exercises that focus on both trial -level 

and appellate -level litigation.  Early in the course, Tomkinsõ students reenact 

a case (In re Seiferth ) that concerns an adolescentõs right to make her own 
medical treatment decisions.  Students read the judicial opinion from the 

case and portray the roles of attorneys, social and health care professionals, 

social and developmental psychologists, and the adolescent and her family in 

a 3-hour videotaped trial.  
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After spending several class sessions examining issues related to the use of 

social science evidence in appellate litigation, the class òrearguesó the case of 

Lockhart v. McCree on the constitutionality of death -qualified juries in 

capital cases.  One student group argues on behalf of Lockhart for the 

constitutionality of Arkansasõ death-qualification procedures; another group 

argues on behalf of the respondent M cCree; and a third group represents the 

APA as amicus curiae  in order to present empirical social science evidence on 

this issue.  Oral arguments are presented before a panel of three òSupreme 

Court Justicesó and are videotaped.  Tomkins suggests that these 

demonstrations serve to teach both substantive and methodological 

psychology as well as issues related to government, law enforcement, public 

policy, and the courts.  He reports that because the materials are provocative 

and controversial, students are a ble to retain the  information over time.  

 

MacLin (2006) describes a class project involving a mock crime and trial to 

engage students and enable them to apply psycholegal principals to real -life 

situations. At the beginning of the semester students choose a role to play 

throughout the semester (e.g., law enforcement, judges, jurors, attorneys, or 

members of the media). The crime is staged by persons outside the course, 

and only those students who choose to play the eyewitness role are allowed to 

see the crime. The investigation and trial follows with each student 

maintaining  his or her individual role, while the larger groups (e.g., law 

enforcement) work together to accomplish shared tasks.  

 

Werth (2002) suggest s the use of a mock trial utilizing the controv ersial Jack 

Kevorkian euthanasia case to promote active learning in the undergraduate 

survey course.  Students assume the role of fact witnesses, prosecuting and 

defense attorneys, jury selection attorneys, and expert witnesses following 

closely the format  of mock trial proce edings described in Perry, Huss, 

McAuliff, and Galas  (1996).  See Werth el al. (2002) for more helpful 

suggestions on how to use this case as a mock trial.  

 

Berman and Platania (2008 ) devised a way to integrate pretrial focus group 

research i nto an undergraduate course. They assign  students to prosecution 

and defense teams and provide  the transcript from a murder trial.  Within 

each team, some students assume the role of trial consultants, assisting their 

respective sides by conducting p retrial research using other undergraduates 

as mock jurors, developing questionnaires to assess jurorsõ reactions, and 

presenting synopses of the case.  Consultants monitor the deliberation 

process, facilitate post -deliberation discussion, and prepare writ ten reports 

that incorporate focus group findings with psychological theory.   

 

Results of the pretrial focus group research are incorporated into mock trials 

that occur later in the semester (Berman , 2004).  Among the roles that 

students play are attorneys , eyewitnesses, detectives, jury selection experts, 
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researchers, alibi witnesses, and defendant.  The trial is conducted following 

standard courtroom procedures, including selection of jurors from among a 

class of Introductory Psychology students.  (Jury s election experts apparently 

rely on the findings from the focus groups provided by the trial consultants.)   

Prior to the mock trial, s tudents prepare a review of research and theory 

relevant to each of their respective roles.  

 

Bottoms (2006) suggests a jur y simulation exercise involving a child sexual 

abuse case to educate students about minority and majority influences  in 

decision making . The demonstration involves a jury of 6 -12 students who 

hear the case and then deliberate to reach a verdict while the r est of the class 

observes. A discussion follows with close attention paid to psycholegal issues 

such as group polarization, minority and majority influences, the leniency 

bias, gender differences, and differences in the nature of the deliberation.  

 

For mor e general suggestions on how to implement a mock trial in the legal 

psychology classroom see Schumacher and Brodsky (1988).  

 
General ideas  
 

Budesheim and Lundquist (1999) describe the use of in -class debates to 

promote open-mindedness on course-related con troversies.  Specifically, they 

suggest encouraging students to defend positions inconsistent with their 

existing opinions to broaden their perspective on a particular issue.  
 
Finally, Perry  et al. (1996) describe several active learning strategies that 

can be employed in an undergraduate psychology and law course.  The 

projects involve increasingly complex tasks of peer -group interaction, legal 

research, and oral and written communication.  The first task is an òaction 

projectó in which students choose either to attend a trial or to conduct 

interviews with people involved in the legal system and then write about the 

psycholegal principles raised in the case or the interviews.  The second 

project involves individual students presenting news articles with 

psycholegal relevance to the class.  In the third project, students present oral 

arguments on certain òhotó topics in the field, e.g., plea bargaining; death-

qualification procedures in capital cases; treatment of spousal abusers; 

therapistsõ duty to warn others of a clientõs dangerousness.  After oral 

argument s, class members question the presenters and/or join the debate.  

Finally, students stage a mock trial based on the facts of an actual case.  The 

reenactment involves preparation of written briefs, voir  dire  of introductory 

psychology students who serve as jurors, direct and cross examination of the 

witnesses, and arguments by role -playing attorneys. Jury deliberations are 

played in class to illustrate important psycholegal points, provide feedback to 

students, and facilitate discussion.  

 




