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Psychology Faculty Honored with Awards for Diversity Leadership, Advising, Teaching, and Research Excellence

March 27, 2024 by Logan Judy  
 
  
  
  
During the 2023 College of Arts and Sciences Faculty Convocation, several faculty in the Department of Psychology were honored for excellence in teaching, advising, research, and outreach. 




Kalynn Schulz, Assistant Professor




Diversity Leadership Award




[image: Kalynn Schulz is presented with the Diversity Leadership Award by Todd Moore at the 2023 Faculty Awards Convocation]



Schulz is a remarkable scholar and educator whose actions on campus, regionally, and nationally, demonstrate an unwavering commitment to increasing academic representation of and support for scholars from historically marginalized groups.




Schulz’s diversity leadership is perhaps best exemplified by her developing and launching a pilot, cross-institutional research training program between the psychology departments at UT Knoxville and the historically Black university Tennessee State University called STARS (Scholarly Trainees Acquiring Research Skills). The program was designed to prepare TSU students for graduate-level research in psychology and support their transition into graduate school.




Schulz energized department-wide involvement of faculty and graduate students as research mentors, academic coaches, and peer mentors. TSU students from the first cohort are now thriving in graduate school.









Caglar Tas, Assistant Professor 




Excellence in Teaching Awards: Junior




[image: Caglar Tas is presented with an award by Liem Tran at the 2023 Faculty Awards Convocation]



Tas is an outstanding teacher and mentor who cares deeply about her students’ learning. She has taught courses at the undergraduate and graduate level, largely focused on research methods, which are some of the most difficult courses for psychology majors.




Tas demonstrates remarkable skill in engaging students and providing opportunities to apply the material learned in her courses. She encourages students to ask questions and actively participate in discussions. Students in her courses describe her as “an amazing professor,” “always accessible,” and “incredibly knowledgeable.” In addition to the courses she teaches, Tas is an extremely sought-after mentor at the undergraduate and graduate levels. Her incredible passion about teaching and mentoring truly energizes her students.









Kalynn Schulz, Assistant Professor




Faculty Advising Service Awards




[image: Kalynn Schulz is presented with an award by Chuck Collins at the 2023 Faculty Awards Convocation]



Schulz exemplifies our college’s commitment to outstanding advising, implementing proactive and developmental advising models to build positive working relationships with students in support of their academic and career goals. Schulz is committed to supporting all students, and especially under-represented minority students. Students consistently express gratitude for her care and concern for their personal well-being in course evaluations.




One student noted, “Schulz thinks of the students who tend to be shy and embarrassed to ask questions in class and the students who may not be doing well and openly offers her most undivided attention and support to assure us that she will always be there to help. Schulz is more than a professor, teacher, instructor—she is a life mentor and an inspiration.” 









Chris Elledge, Associate Professor




Faculty Academic Outreach Award: Research & Creative Activity




[image: Chris Elledge is presented with an award by Todd Moore at the 2023 Faculty Awards Convocation]



Elledge’s research program is focused on bullied, socially marginalized, and anxious youth in the Knoxville community. He is a highly valued and accomplished associate professor and associate director of clinical training for the clinical psychology PhD program in the Department of Psychology. Elledge has particular interest in developing school-based interventions that can promote or enrich the peer relationships of at-risk youth. 




His commitment to serving children and families in the Knoxville community is exceptionally impressive. His Recess VOLs program pairs at-risk children with UT student mentors who visit children twice weekly for two academic semesters. The program has placed approximately 450 UT students with children across 10 Knox County elementary schools, serving approximately 300 youth.









Deborah Welsh, Professor 




Distinguished Research Career at UT




[image: Deborah Welsh is presented with an award by Michael Blum at the 2023 Faculty Awards Convocation]



Deborah Welsh has been a faculty member in psychology at UT for more than 30 years and has an exceptional record of research scholarship and student research mentorship. Her research program has focused on understanding adolescent and emerging adults’ romantic relationships and their impact on functioning and has been funded by multi-year research grants from the National Institutes of Health.




Even while serving for 10 years as head of the psychology department, Welsh remained research active. She is passionate about research mentoring of undergraduate and graduate students. Her mentees have had successful careers and received elite postdoctoral fellowships and national awards. In recognition of her research accomplishments, Welsh has received numerous awards from UT Knoxville, including most recently a Chancellor’s Professorship, the 2023 College of Arts and Sciences College Marshal, and the 2023 Extraordinary Service to the University Award. 
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Lamer and Team Read the Room for Angry Crowd Bias

February 27, 2024 by Logan Judy  
 
  
  
  
Sarah Lamer’s research into the psychology of social biases found favor with an international audience this year, earning her a spot on the Association for Psychological Science (APS) roster of Rising Stars for 2024.




The APS is the leading international organization dedicated to advancing scientific psychology across disciplinary and geographic borders. Lamer, assistant professor in the UT Department of Psychology, is proud to be recognized among the top early-career colleagues in her field.




“This acknowledges the importance and rigor of my scientific work as well as the intensive mentorship model I take in my lab,” said Lamer. She works alongside her graduate students Darla Bonagura and Gillian Preston in her Social Perception and Cognition (SPĀC) lab.




“I work closely with my skilled team of graduate and undergraduate mentees to explore important and timely questions about why bias exists, where it originates, and why it is so fluently perpetuated,” she said. “This accolade recognizes the important work that we do as we discover answers to these critical questions.”




One of her research projects, “The Angry Crowd Bias: Social, Cognitive, and Perceptual Mechanisms,” is supported by a National Science Foundation grant that enables her to design, analyze, and conduct studies; mentor graduate students through the research process; share their work at professional conferences; and conduct workshops to share a love of science with students in the local Knoxville community.




The angry crowd bias is a psychological phenomenon people can experience when first exposed to faces that are hard to see or that have subtle expressions—notably among a “many faces in a crowd” situation. People can report that these faces look threatening, even when they are not.




“We know from a bulk of research that people are able to detect average information about a crowd with some accuracy,” said Lamer. “But perception is more complex than that. Accuracy and bias always work together in human perception.”




Lamer and her team hypothesized that this complex mix causes a tendency to perceive an unfamiliar crowd’s mood to be potentially dangerous.




“We focused on anger bias since crowds can pose a stronger threat to safety than an individual,” she said. “If a crowd is angry at you, you are at much higher risk than if an individual is angry at you. In other words, it is functional to be wary of a crowd.”




The team uses state-of-the-art methods and statistical tools to examine a viewer’s visual attention to faces—eye-tracking data, signal-detection methods, and drift-diffusion modeling—to track what people focus on while making emotional judgments. Then they assess what is accurate and what leads to bias.




“The approach makes it possible to track visual patterns—for example, which faces people look at first in a crowd, how long they look at each face, and whether they ignore anyone,” said Lamer. “All of which are likely to be affected by the race and gender of the faces themselves.”




This work is timely in relation to widespread protests in the US over the past several years and the divergent interpretations these crowds have received across public perception—potentially due in part to the racial and gender makeup of these assemblies.




“With this social backdrop in mind—and understanding that, according to event-forecasting models, social unrest is likely to increase in the future—this research was designed to identify the people whom negative crowd biases are most likely to affect, where these biased judgments come from, and how malleable they might be,” said Lamer. “We plan to complete data analysis on our current study by the end of the semester.”
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February 1, 2024 by Logan Judy  
 
  
  
  
Republicans and Democrats consider each other immoral – even when treated fairly and kindly by the opposition


  
    [image: ]
      
        How a political opponent acted didn’t change participants’ harsh moral judgments.
        wildpixel/iStock via Getty Images
      
  

Phillip McGarry, University of Tennessee

Both Republicans and Democrats regarded people with opposing political views as less moral than people in their own party, even when their political opposites acted fairly or kindly toward them, according to experiments my colleagues and I recently conducted. Even participants who self-identified as only moderately conservative or liberal made the same harsh moral judgments about those on the other side of the political divide.


Psychology researcher Eli Finkel and his colleagues have suggested that moral judgment plays a major role in political polarization in the United States. My research team wondered if acts demonstrating good moral character could counteract partisan animosity. In other words, would you think more highly of someone who treated you well – regardless of their political leanings?


We decided to conduct an experiment based on game theory and turned to the Ultimatum Game, which researchers developed to study the role of fairness in cooperation. Psychology researcher Hanah Chapman and her colleagues have demonstrated that unfairness in the Ultimatum Game elicits moral disgust, making it a good tool for us to use to study moral judgment in real time.


The Ultimatum Game allowed us to experimentally manipulate whether partisans were treated unfairly, fairly or even kindly by political opponents. Participants had no knowledge about the person they were playing with beyond party affiliation and how they played the game.





In our experiments, even after fair or kind treatment, participants still rated political opponents as less moral. Moreover, this was true even for participants who didn’t consider themselves to have strong political bias.


Other psychology studies suggest that conservatives are more politically extreme, being more likely to adopt right-wing authoritarianism and more sensitive to moral disgust. However, in our experiments, we found no differences in party animosity and moral judgment between liberals and conservatives, suggesting political polarization is a bipartisan phenomenon.


Why it matters


Our experiments illustrate the magnitude of current political polarization in the United States, which has been increasing for at least the last four decades.


Americans with different political opinions could once cooperate and maintain friendships with one another. But as political attitudes begin to coincide with moral convictions, partisans increasingly view each other as immoral.


My colleagues and I are particularly interested in this topic, as we worry about the potential for political polarization based on moral convictions to descend into political violence.


What’s next


My colleagues and I believe that a controlled scientific approach, rather than speculation, could help find ways to mitigate political polarization. Currently, we are running experiments to explore how online interaction – for example, through social media – can foster psychological distance between partisans. We’re also investigating how emotions such as disgust can contribute to the moral component of partisan animosity, and how the evolutionary origins of morality may play a psychological role in political polarization.


The Research Brief is a short take on interesting academic work.[image: The Conversation]


Phillip McGarry, Ph.D. Candidate in Experimental Psychology, University of Tennessee


This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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January 26, 2024 by Logan Judy  
 
  
  
  
‘Collective mind’ bridges societal divides − psychology research explores how watching the same thing can bring people together


  
    [image: ]
      
        Paying attention to the same thing strengthens bonds between observers.
        Carlos David Gomez/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA
      
  

Garriy Shteynberg, University of Tennessee

Only about 1 in 4 Americans said that they had trust in the nation’s institutions in 2023 – with big business (1 in 7), television news (1 in 7) and Congress (1 in 12) scraping the very bottom.


While institutional trust is decreasing, political polarization is increasing. The majority of Republicans (72%) and Democrats (64%) think of each other as more immoral than other Americans – a nearly 30% rise from 2016 to 2022. When compared with similar democracies, the United States has exhibited the largest increase in animus toward the opposing political party over the past 40 years. 


When public trust and political consensus disappear, what remains? This question has occupied my research for the past 20 years, both as a scholar trained in social anthropology, organizational science and social cognition and as a professor of psychology.


Researchers don’t have all the answers, but it seems that even in the absence of public trust and agreement, people can share experiences. Whether watching a spelling bee or a football game, “we” still exist if “we” can witness it together.


My colleagues and I call this human capacity to take a collective perspective theory of collective mind. The foundation of collective mind, and what we study in the lab, is shared attention, instances when people experience the world with others.


Shared attention amplifies experiences


Experiments in the laboratory with adults show that shared experiences amplify psychological and behavioral reactions to the world.


My colleagues and I find that compared with attending to the world alone, or at different times than others, synchronous attention with others yields stronger memories, deeper emotions and firmer motivations. Studies show that seeing words together renders them more memorable, watching sad movies together makes them sadder, and focusing together on shared goals increases efforts toward their pursuit. Sharing attention to the behavior of others yields more imitation of that behavior. 


Critically, those experiencing something with you need not be physically present. Although in some experiments participants sit side by side, in other studies participants believe they are attending together from different lab rooms or even across the nation. Irrespective of the location, the sense that “we are attending” to something together at the same time – as compared with in solitude or on your own schedule – amplifies the experience. 


Laboratories in the United States, Australia, Hungary, Germany and Denmark have found similar results. Notably, some studies have found that people want to have more shared experiences, even when they don’t actually enjoy them more than solitary experiences.


What’s behind these observations? As a social species that survives through joint action, human beings in general need a common baseline from which to act. When shared experiences amplify what we know together, it can guide subsequent behavior, rendering that behavior more understandable and useful to the collective.



            [image: people with refreshments walking into a dim movie theater]
            
              Whether you came together or just happened to attend the same screening, a shared experience like watching a movie can help you sense a shared mind.
              Klaus Vedfelt/DigitalVision via Getty Images
            
          

Sharing attention builds relationships


Shared attention happens within the bounds of our cherished relationships and groups, like when friends go to a movie together, but also outside of them.


Research suggests that shared attention on a common subjective experience can build relationships across the political divide and strengthen cooperation among strangers. For instance, when people co-witness that they have the same gut reaction to an unfamiliar piece of music or a meaningless inkblot, they like each other more, even if they have opposing political leanings. Critically, relational benefits are more likely when such subjective experiences are shared simultaneously – instances when people are most likely to sense a shared mind.


People can be attending next to one another or thousands of miles apart, in groups of two or 200, and the results are the same – shared attention amplifies experiences, creates social bonds and even synchronizes individuals’ heartbeats and breaths. 


Scientists studying kids find that interest in attending with others begins in the first year of human life, predating the development of language and preceding any notion of shared beliefs by several years. Human relationships don’t begin with sharing values; sharing attention comes first.


The role of shared attention in society


Before the advent of the internet, Americans shared attention broadly – they watched the same nightly news together, even if they did not always agree whether it was good or bad. Today, with people’s attention divided into media silos, there are more obstacles than ever to sharing attention with those with whom you disagree.



            [image: hand holding remote points at TV with many blurry app icons]
            
              How siloed is the media diet you consume?
              MariuszBlach/iStock via Getty Images Plus
            
          

And yet, even when we can no longer agree on what “we” believe, sharing attention to the basic sights and sounds of our world connects us. These moments can be relatively small, like watching a movie in the theater, or large, like watching the Super Bowl. However, remembering that we are sharing such experiences with Americans of all political persuasions is important.


Consider the Federal Communications Commission’s fairness doctrine, a policy that controversial issues of public importance should receive balanced coverage, exposing audiences to differing views. In effect, it created episodes of shared attention across social, political and economic differences. 


Institutional trust is now almost twofold lower than it was in 1987, the year the fairness doctrine was repealed. It is possible that the end of the fairness doctrine helped create a hyperpolarized media, where the norm is sharing attention with those who are ideologically similar. 


Of course, sharing attention on divisive issues can be painful. Yet, I believe it may also push us beyond our national fracture and toward a revitalization of public trust.


Why? When we share awareness of the world with others, no matter how distinct our beliefs, we form a community of minds. We are no longer alone. If we are to restore public trust and national ideals, sharing attention across societal divides looks like a way forward.[image: The Conversation]


Garriy Shteynberg, Associate Professor of Psychology, University of Tennessee


This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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Szymanski Nurtures Collaborative Success as Editor for Psychology of Women Quarterly

December 14, 2023 by Logan Judy  
 
  
  
  
Department of Psychology Professor Dawn Szymanski’s decades of research on multicultural feminist issues in relation to psychological health made her an excellent choice to be editor of Psychology of Women Quarterly (PWQ), a top journal of women’s studies, a role she took on in 2020 and concludes in 2024.




The feminist, scientific, peer-reviewed journal specializes in empirical research, critical reviews, and theoretical articles that advance the field of psychology of women and gender. Szymanski’s top priority as editor was to preserve the integrity and high quality of studies published in the journal.




“PWQ has earned a reputation for scholarly excellence and for publishing studies that are novel, cutting edge, rigorous, and sophisticated, for making important contributions to the existing literature, and addressing major social issues,” said Szymanski. “I focused on promoting visibility, diversity, timely and educative reviews, feminist mentoring, appreciating all those who contribute to PWQ, and recognizing excellence.”




Her approach worked to maintain and even strengthen PWQ’s position as the leading venue for feminist psychological science, and was much appreciated by colleagues.




“Authors reported incredible feedback from Szymanski and her team that enhanced their scholarship through rigorous peer review and editorial collaboration, which is a hallmark of a strong editorial process,” said Patrick Grzanka, professor of psychology and divisional dean of social sciences, College of Arts and Sciences. “Szymanski also gave substantial space in the journal toward special issues on emerging and pertinent topics across the field, including open science and reproductive justice.”




“We published two special Issues, one on Feminist Psychology and Open Science: Challenges and Opportunities (December, 2021) and the other on Reproductive Justice: Advancing Science, Advocacy, and Practice (December, 2023),” said Szymanski. “We continued to lift the voices of those who are underrepresented in our literature by publishing several articles on the experiences of multiply minoritized women—e.g., African American women, Latine and Black sexual minority, gender expansive women, and South Asian women.”




She also collaborated with the American Psychological Association Division 35 leadership to establish a yearly Excellence in Peer Review Award that recognizes the time-consuming, labor intensive, and often under-appreciated service commitment of providing quality peer reviews.




This multifaceted work strengthened not only the PWQ brand, but shone a light on the high quality of UT scholarship in psychology.




“Szymanski’s stewardship of PWQ here at UT deepened recognition across the discipline of psychology that we are a leading institution for critical feminist research,” said Grzanka. “This is a tremendous accomplishment for her as a scholar and a source of pride for our college and university.”




Szymanski credits her editorship experience with enhancing her insight for research, writing, leadership, mentoring, managing a large team, and the editorial and production process. 




“It is exciting to work with, and learn from, the best and brightest researchers in feminist psychology and to help shape the future of feminist psychological science,” she said. “It has influenced how I carry out the variety of roles I play as a professor.”




As she hands off the leadership of PWQ, Szymanski welcomes the ability to spend more time in those roles, including conducting her own research and guiding the investigations of her doctoral students. Their projects seek to improve psychological well-being for women and other minoritized groups working through a spectrum of difficult situations.




“Some of our recent, in the works, and future research efforts include examining experiences of sexual objectification in one’s family of origin, the relation between involvement in LGBTQ activism and positive psychological functioning, the sexual well-being of sexual assault survivors, and experiences of minoritized graduate student researchers and therapists,” she said.




Szymanski’s successful tenure for PWQ and her continued championing of these voices impacts the psychological health of Volunteers at home and around the world.
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Dante Stallworth, former UT psychology student and football star, wrote a powerful Op-Ed piece for the New York Times

July 13, 2023 by newframe  
 
  
  
  
I Played in the N.F.L. It Needs Way More Than a Black Anthem. If the league wants to show its commitment to its players, it should hire and promote more Black coaches and executives.
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Alisa Garner Receives NIH Grant

July 13, 2023 by newframe  
 
  
  
  
Alisa Garner, a clinical psychology doctoral student who works with Greg Stuart, received a prestigious national three-year F31 National Research Service Award (NRSA) from NIAAA of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to support her dissertation research titled “Extending a Risk-taking Model of Alcohol-facilitated Consensual and Sexually Coercive Hook-up Behaviors Using a Daily Diary Design among College Men.” The grant also includes funds for a stipend and tuition. 




Project Summary




Hook-up behaviors (HUBs; i.e., sexual activity outside an exclusive relationship with no mutual expectation of romantic commitment) are a prevalent problem on college campuses partly due to their association with alcohol use and sexual assault. HUBs and sexual assault frequently co-occur, and HUBs are positively associated with college men’s sexual assault perpetration. Prior research supports the relationship between alcohol use and HUBs, as well as sexual aggression perpetration; however, there is limited understanding into individual difference factors that increase the risk of alcohol-facilitated consensual and coercive HUBs. 




Alcohol Myopia Theory (AMT) suggests alcohol intoxication creates a narrowing of attention to salient environmental factors (e.g., rewarding sexual experiences). The dual systems model of risk-taking suggests that socio-emotional system factors such as positive urgency (i.e., a tendency to give into impulses when positive affect is high) and the expectation that alcohol use will result in positive sexual outcomes, such as heightened intimacy and/or arousal, (i.e., alcohol-related sexual expectancies) increases sexual risk-taking. An integrated AMT and dual systems model would suggest that the risk of alcohol-facilitated HUBs may depend on the presence of distal socio-emotional system factors that increase the likelihood of sexual risk-taking behaviors. The overall objective of the proposed study is to elucidate the temporal associations between alcohol use and engagement in consensual and coercive HUBs among college men, and to identify the moderating effects of positive urgency and alcohol-related sexual expectancies, utilizing a daily diary design. No prior research has examined the relationship between college men’s alcohol use and HUBs and whether positive urgency and alcohol-related sexual expectancies moderate the temporal association between alcohol and HUBs. 




Guided by the dual systems model and AMT, the proposed study will advance the understanding and prevention of sexually risky behaviors. The specific aims of this proposed study are to: (1) evaluate whether trait positive urgency moderates the temporal association between alcohol use and HUB and (2) evaluate whether alcohol-related sex expectancies moderate the temporal association between alcohol and HUBs. The proposed study will examine these factors in 250 college men as they relate to the under-explored sexual activity of HUBs, utilizing an innovative daily diary design. The proposed study is significant because it will inform researchers and prevention and intervention programs by identifying specific risk factors to ad-dress in the prevention of alcohol-facilitated consensual and coercive HUBs.
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Wright Receives APA Fellowship

July 13, 2023 by newframe  
 
  
  
  
The American Psychological Association Interdisciplinary Minority Fellowship Program (IMFP) awarded LaTrice Wright a $23,000 fellowship for the 2020-2021 academic year. Wright, a counseling graduate student who works with Jioni Lewis and Kirsten Gonzalez, will receive training and support in working with community-based ethnic and racial minority populations as part of this fellowship




The new fellowship program is designed for master’s and doctoral students in psychology, nursing, social work, marriage and family therapy, mental health counseling, and substance use and addictions counseling whose training prepares them for careers in behavioral health services for ethnic and racial minorities. 


Filed Under: Student News 
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Freeberg Co-Edited Issue of Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London

May 1, 2023 by newframe  
 
  
  
  
Todd Freeberg, professor of psychology, co-edited a special issue of Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, the oldest continually running science journal in the world. 




The special issue is on the behavior and ecology of mixed-species animal groups and involves contributions from Freeberg and two former students: Brittany Coppinger (PhD, psychology, ’21) and Shannon Eppert (BS, EEB, ’16). 




“It is surprising to most people, but mixed-species groups are common throughout the world,” Freeberg said. “Even though these groups have been studied for decades, articles on the topic have traditionally been published in species-specific journals.”




This special issue brings together researchers with approaches ranging from comparative psychology to community ecology and study subjects including insects, fish, birds, and mammals. Greater focus on mixed-species groups will increase our knowledge of behavioral and ecological processes influencing individuals.




Browse the special issue online here. 
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April 15, 2023 by newframe  
 
  
  
  
Chickadees, titmice and nuthatches flocking together benefit from a diversity bonus – so do other animals, including humans
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