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Course Description & OBJECTIVES
Making a Murderer is “one of the strangest and most disturbing true-crime cases in recent memory” (Browne, 2016), “a harrowing tale of one man’s entanglement with the U.S. criminal-justice system” (Cruz, 2015) and “how it deprives the socioeconomically disadvantaged and the uneducated of the presumption of innocence” (Rowles, 2017).
Making a Murderer tells the story of Steven Avery, a man who was wrongfully convicted of a brutal sexual assault, exonerated after spending 18 years in prison, and subsequently arrested and tried for sexually assaulting and murdering a young woman. In this course, you will dive into the discipline of psychology and law to evaluate Avery’s case and what it reveals about the criminal justice system. Topics to be covered include factors contributing to wrongful convictions, what happens in the event that a wrongfully convicted individual is exonerated, criminogenic effects of incarceration, social class bias, police corruption, interrogation practices, reliability of confession evidence, reliability of forensic evidence, jury decision making, effects of system involvement on one’s family, and more! You’ll learn how psychological theory and research can shed light on these issues; how the criminal justice system can be informed by the results of research; and how to conceptualize future research that might address remaining questions. The goal of this course is for you to become an active participant in recognizing and critiquing problems in the criminal justice system and existing remedies, and to begin to formulate your own solutions to improve the system using perspectives from psychology and law.
By the end of the semester, you should be able to:
•
Approach the topic of the criminal justice system from a psychological perspective to improve our understanding of the system, those who interact with it, and human behavior more generally,

•
Apply psychological theories to understand issues that arise in the administration of the criminal justice system,
•
Master the methods commonly used to study the system, 

•
Analyze and critique extant theory and research addressing issues related to the criminal justice system in ways that inspire critical thinking and novel insights,

•
Develop research questions about the system and ground hypotheses in psychological theory, and
•
Recommend evidence-based solutions for improving the criminal justice system.
Class meetings, assignments, and activities are all designed to meet these course objectives. Because this course is aimed at providing graduate students with specialized knowledge about a particular content area, it is an elective aligned with the Justice Systems elective track for the Master’s program and also can be completed in fulfillment of elective credits for the doctoral program.
COURSE materials
All theoretical, empirical, and review journal articles and book chapters that are assigned reading materials will be listed in the course calendar and available on Blackboard under Electronic Reserves.
Making a Murderer will be viewed during class. If you haven’t watched it before, don’t watch it now! If you have seen the series, please refrain from refreshing your memory about it now. This class will work best if we all first learn about the relevant psychological and legal issues so we can then identify what went wrong in Avery’s case as we watch it unfold, consider what theory and research suggests about the criminal justice system as experienced by Avery, and contemplate how this series points the way toward new developments and improvements in the field.
COURSE FORMAT, REQUIREMENTS, & GRADING

This course will be conducted as a seminar course. Weekly classes will generally include watching an episode of Making a Murderer and reviewing key points from the weekly readings with student leadership of discussion. Being able to communicate effectively is one of the most important skills for students to develop, so the class discussions are designed to help you learn to teach as well as learn from each other. Emphasis will be placed on the preparation and active participation of all seminar members during each class. The success of the course will depend, in large part, on your ability to prepare and participate at a level appropriate for graduate students. Class preparation includes completing all readings prior to class and making notes that will prepare you to discuss the main points, theories, methods, and empirical findings from all readings and apply them to the depiction of the criminal justice system in Making a Murderer. You should also be prepared to discuss the implications of readings for future psycholegal research and potential reforms related to the criminal justice system. The “research proposal essays” are assigned to help you consider the questions that researchers should address to ensure that reforms are based on empirical evidence. Thus, your performance in this course will be evaluated based on class participation (20%), discussion leadership (30%), research proposal essays (20%), and a final paper project (30%). No grades will be curved and extra credit will not be issued on an individual basis.
CLASS PARTICIPATION = 20%
Class participation means self-motivated, regular, and thoughtful in-class verbal comments and questions that illustrate your mastery of the readings (scientific observations and thoughts, not just unfounded opinions). In each class, you will be expected to demonstrate your ability to think critically about, apply, and reflect on the assigned readings. Class time will be dedicated specifically to reviewing an episode of Making a Murderer and viewing it through the lens of the psychological and legal literature through discussion. Therefore, you must read the assigned material prior to class and be ready to discuss it and apply the readings to related issues each week. When reading, you should be thorough and analytical—make sure you understand the authors’ point, critically analyze the method and results of each study, point out contradictions, think about questions for discussion, relate the readings to Making a Murderer, etc. Reading in this way will help you with class participation.

Class participation reflects in-class contributions to discussion and thoughtful reflections on the material covered, not simply class attendance or coming to class on time, which are assumed. However, unexcused absences will be graded as “0.” In addition, late arrivals, early departures, inappropriate technology use, sleeping, etc. will be penalized.

Participation will be graded as A–E. Your participation grades from each class will be averaged to comprise 20% of your final grade. Please realize that even if you score all possible points on all other assignments (which is unlikely), if you are unwilling to speak up in class often, you will not do well in this course.
Discussion Leadership = 30%

You will be assigned to assist in leading three class discussions this semester. Your task is to come to each of those classes with a minimum of three thought-provoking questions for the group based on the required readings (bring enough printed copies of your questions for everyone), assist in applying the readings to the day’s episode, and facilitate discussion. The goal of this assignment is for you to improve your communication skills and gain experience leading a small group discussion. To be successful in your role as discussion leader, you should (a) present questions that cut across the readings for that week (and even other weeks), (b) reflect on the new knowledge gained by the theoretical ideas and research as well as their significance for the field and the criminal justice system, (c) apply that knowledge to Making a Murderer (i.e., relate the readings back to what is depicted in the series about the Avery case), and (d) raise ideas for future research (i.e., what are the most important questions for which answers are needed to improve the criminal justice system?).
In addition to the required readings for the week, the discussion leader is expected to read one additional scholarly paper that is distinct from the required readings yet still relevant to the topics to be covered that week. It is the discussion leader’s task to integrate the selected reading into discussion of the other material. The selected reading should be submitted to me for approval by email no later than 9am on the Monday before the class you have been assigned to lead.

You have already been assigned three dates on which you will assist in leading class, as noted on the course calendar. It is your responsibility to identify any scheduling conflicts by January 30th. Unanticipated absences will result in a zero grade on this assignment except in the case of documented emergencies.
Performance on these tasks will comprise 30% of your final grade (10% for each class led). 

Research Proposal Essays = 20%
To help you gain a deeper understanding of the kinds of questions researchers in this field ask and the ways they go about answering these questions, you are required to submit two research proposal essays in which you propose your own study about an important psychological issue inspired by Making a Murderer, the class readings, and discussions. In your essays, you will identify an important criminal justice problem highlighted by the Avery case and discuss why it’s important. Then, based on your appraisal of the theoretical and empirical literature described in class readings and discussion, you should clearly propose a novel research question and a testable hypothesis (what are your independent and dependent variables? what is your prediction about the relations between the variables?). You must explain how your hypothesis flows from prior the theory and research you rely on to make your argument (why did you make that prediction? why should that result be expected based on prior theory and research?). You must then briefly describe how you might go about testing your hypothesis (what kind of data should be collected to answer your question? how would you go about collecting it? how would you operationalize your independent and dependent variables? what measures would you use?). Be sure to explain how the research you propose would help to advance the science of psychology and practically improve the criminal justice system. Ideally, these essays should plant seeds for actual research projects you might be interested in conducting.
These papers should be brief and focused, only approximately 3 full pages in length, but with enough detail that they are clear, well developed, and reflect that you have thought critically about the issue and readings. You should propose only one research question and study per essay. You may write your research proposal essay on topics related to any of the 10 episodes of Making a Murderer. These papers are due on Blackboard no later than 9am on the Monday following the class in which the relevant episode was viewed and discussed.
Research proposal essays will be graded based on how thoughtful, well prepared, and well written they are—spelling, grammar, quality, clarity, formatting, etc. all count. Note that you may submit more than the required two papers, in which case your best two grades will be used to compute your final grade. Each research proposal essay is worth up to 100 points and constitutes 10% of your final grade, for a combined total of 20% of your final grade.

FINAL PAPER Project = 30%
For your final paper project, you may choose one of two options: You may write either (a) an exoneration case report or (b) a white paper.
Exoneration Case Report

You should select an exoneration case from the websites of the Innocence Project (https://www.innocenceproject.org/cases/) or National Registry of Exonerations (http://www.law.umich.edu/special/exoneration/Pages/browse.aspx) and then research the case using journalistic and scholarly sources. Your task is to summarize the case facts, describe the factors that contributed to the wrongful conviction, and analyze the case in light of the relevant theoretical and empirical literature (e.g., if there was a false confession, what aspects of the interrogation likely led to that confession, according to research on that topic?). You should also recommend criminal justice reforms that will prevent the problems that occurred in the case you selected and, thereby, future wrongful convictions. Be sure to note whether the reforms you proffer are empirically supported or whether (and what) research is needed to evaluate their effectiveness.
White Paper
The purpose of a “white paper” is to help policymakers understand a particular issue and the possible options for addressing it. White papers are typically issued by non-governmental research institutes and organizations with the goal of educating decision makers and the public on a key problem and the range of potential solutions. For this assignment, you will write a white paper about any one criminal justice issue highlighted in Making a Murderer. There are two approaches you may take to this assignment. You could identify a problem, describe the problem (what is the nature and extent of the problem? why is it concerning?), outline the variety of strategies or potential solutions that have been proposed to deal with the problem, and then offer concluding remarks for policymakers attempting to address the problem. Alternatively, you could identify a specific strategy that has been implemented to deal with a specific problem, describe the strategy and give examples of its use, outline its potential impacts (both beneficial and detrimental), and then offer concluding remarks for policymakers regarding the use of the strategy. In either case, your goal is to educate decision makers about the problem and potential solutions through logical and insightful analysis and discussion of empirical evidence.
Start by selecting a paper format and conducting some preliminary research to get familiar with the scope of the existing literature relevant to your topic. You should submit one paragraph by email no later than April 3rd to explain which type of paper you will be writing, clearly define and describe the topic you plan to tackle (i.e., which case, problem, or strategy), and provide a preliminary outline. If you do not submit this information by the due date, you will automatically have a half-grade deduction on your paper.

On May 8th, you will make a 10-minute oral presentation about your paper. The purpose of the presentation is to share what you have found with me and your classmates and also to receive feedback that may be useful as you finalize your paper. Thus, by the time you give your presentation, you should submit a very polished, nearly completed draft of your paper on Blackboard (by 2:45pm on May 8th). However, you will have additional time after the presentation to incorporate feedback and perfect your paper. Your final paper is due on Blackboard by 5pm on May 11th.
Your final paper should be approximately 10 pages of text in APA Style (double-spaced, 12-point font, 1-inch margins, etc.). References, figures, tables, etc. do not count toward your page count. The paper will be graded based on the clear development of a strategic narrative, the relevance and thoroughness of your literature review, and the quality of your integration and analysis of the literature. The quality of your writing, including the general clarity of your writing, adherence to APA Style, spelling, grammar, etc. will factor into your grade as well. Thus, you are encouraged to spellcheck and proofread the paper multiple times, and to receive feedback from at least one of your classmates prior to submitting the paper.
All project components described herein (i.e., topic paragraph, oral presentation, draft submission, and final paper) will constitute 30% of your final grade.

grading summary and scale
Decimal values of .5 and above will be rounded up, and all other values will be rounded down.
	Domain
	% Possible

	Class participation
	20%

	Discussion leadership
	30%

	Research proposal essays
	20%

	Final paper project
	30%

	Total
	100%




	Total % Earned
	Letter Grade Assigned

	93-100
	
a

	90-92
	
a-

	87-89
	
b+

	83-86
	
b

	80-82
	
b-

	77-79
	
c+

	73-76
	
c

	70-72
	
c-

	60-69
	
d

	< 60
	
e


Course Expectations & PoLICIES
ASSIGNED READINGS
Complete the assigned readings before class. A substantial portion of class time will be devoted to discussing course material thoughtfully. If you do not complete the assigned readings before class, you will not be able to apply the readings to Making a Murderer or participate in class discussions effectively, and you will not do well in this course.

ATTENDANCE AND MAKE-UP WORK
You must attend class regularly to pass this course. Participation will be assessed in every class meeting and it will constitute a significant portion of your final grade, as detailed previously. Participation cannot be made up. Students who add the course late will be held responsible for all assignments (i.e., grades for work missed will be “0” regardless of whether it was due prior to adding the course). It is your responsibility to identify any conflicts that may interfere with your ability to attend class or complete coursework now. If you miss a class, it is your responsibility to ask another student for notes as you will miss viewing the Making a Murderer episode. Please refrain from alerting me to the reasons you will not be in class unless you have a serious illness or other very special circumstances.

All assignments must be submitted electronically via Blackboard—do not let technical difficulties prevent you from getting them in on time (i.e., don’t wait until the last minute to submit your work as the submission sites will close at specified due dates and times). Late work will not be accepted nor will make-up work be permitted except in the event of documented medical or family emergencies.
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY
Neither cheating nor other forms of academic dishonesty (e.g., plagiarism, or using written material from others, including peers or the Internet, for papers; etc.) will be tolerated. If I become aware that you have cheated, you will receive a “0” grade on the assignment. You may also receive a failing grade for the course and/or be referred to the University for further disciplinary action.

RESPECT & COURTESY
This class will be conducted in an atmosphere of mutual respect. Your active participation in class discussions is encouraged. We will discuss sensitive topics and each of us may have strongly differing opinions on some topics. The conflict of ideas is encouraged and welcome. The orderly questioning of others’ ideas, including mine, is similarly welcome. I will, however, exercise my responsibility to manage the discussions so they can proceed in an orderly fashion. The ground rules for class discussions are these: (1) treat others’ opinions with respect and courtesy, (2) maintain confidentiality of experiences shared by class members, (3) don’t monopolize discussion, and (4) attack ideas rather than people. If your conduct during discussions disrupts the atmosphere of mutual respect that is expected in this class, you will not be permitted to participate further. You should also refrain from telling things that are too personal, and exercise your right to not share your thoughts and ideas if you are uncomfortable talking about something.


Please turn off cell phones before coming to class. Talking to each other, talking on cell phones, texting, instant messaging, social networking, browsing the Internet, etc. are prohibited. This behavior will negatively impact your class participation grade and I reserve the right to ask you to leave the class if I see it.


Please arrive to class on time, and avoid leaving in the middle of class or before class is over. Such interruptions are very distracting to me and other students and, if frequent, will not be accepted (i.e., I will ask you to leave the class that day).

BLACKBOARD
Course materials (e.g., this syllabus, course readings) and grades will be posted on Blackboard. Although Blackboard may be used to communicate with you, most announcements will be made in class.
Syllabus
This syllabus is designed to be a resource for you to use throughout the semester. However, I reserve the right to modify assignments and dates throughout the course. Any such modifications will be announced in class. Otherwise, it is your responsibility to keep up with course deadlines, as well as university deadlines for registering, dropping the course, etc., and to know whether you need to meet with me to discuss something before deadlines approach.

email
When considering emailing me, please first try to find the answers to your questions in this syllabus and on Blackboard. You are strongly encouraged to ask questions about the syllabus and assignments during class time. Please note that, with the exception of discussion leadership, I will not provide guidance or feedback on assignments or discuss why you received a particular grade via email. For these and other kinds of in-depth discussions, please plan to meet with me in person. Therefore, your primary purpose for emailing me should be to set up a one-on-one meeting if your schedule conflicts with my drop-in hours. In that case, please include the course number, your real name, and “meeting request” in the subject line of your email. Your message should include at least two times when you would like to meet and one or two sentences describing the reason for the meeting. In general, you can expect a reply within 3 days. If I cannot respond to your email within 3 days, you will receive an automatic reply explaining when I will be able to respond. Make sure any emails you send are professional. If you have questions about how to write a professional email, please see http://grammar.about.com/od/developingessays/a/profemails.htm.

RECOMMENDATION LETTERS
I will not write a recommendation letter for you unless I have met with you outside of class enough for me to have something substantial to comment on. I welcome you to drop by my lab to chat with me about interesting material, current events, or your future plans.

Accommodations
If you have a disability and require accommodations, please notify the Director of Disabled Student Services (Campus Center 137, 442-5490). That office will provide with notice of your disability, and recommend appropriate accommodations.
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