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Abstract

The American Psychological Association (APA 2002, 2007, 2013) recom-
mends the inclusion of a capstone course in psychology undergraduate
teaching alongside traditional lecture-based learning. This review explores
what is meant by a capstone course by taking a fresh look at empirically de-
rived pedagogic theory and how this may address some long-standing curri-
cular needs of the psychology faculty and undergraduate students. It then ex-
plores the use of Socratic teaching methods and how this could be used as a
template for teaching a capstone course within psychology.
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1. Introduction

According to the APA (2011), it is imperative that an undergraduate psychology
program should give its students the opportunity to develop critical thinking
skills; articulate and decisive communication; effective writing techniques; an
ability to reason with numbers; and an aptitude for working with others who
have diverse viewpoints, beliefs, mindsets, and talents (p. 10). The APA (2011)
also suggests that a quality undergraduate psychology program includes an inte-
grative capstone course that builds upon the foundations of the program and al-
lows the exploration of the variability and cohesiveness of the psychological dis-
ciplines (p. 14). Originally, the Boyer Commission on Educating Undergraduates
(1998) described how a capstone course should be organized. These objectives
are summed up by Behrens (2005), in that a capstone course should:

1) bring together faculty and students in shared or mutually reinforcing

projects;
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2) prepare undergraduates for both the expectations and standards of gradu-
ate work and the professional workplace;

3) broaden, deepen, and integrate the total experience of the major;

4) include a major project developed from previous research or internship
experience;

5) allow for collaborative efforts among students.

However, the APA (2011: p. 14) and Behrens (2005) suggest there is a wide
variety of how higher education institutions can define and achieve a capstone
course. Some interpreted a capstone course as a literature review of psycholo-
gy; another described its capstone course as a history of psychology; and final-
ly, one institution depicted its capstone course as a session where students are
asked to reflect on their future direction within the major. These findings sug-
gest that senior psychology undergraduates are not being offered consistent cap-
stone courses that deliver the goals initially described by the Boyer Commission
(1998) nor the APA. The ambiguity of the definition of a capstone course, along
with the rapidly changing pedagogical situation due to COVID-19, leaves the
question of how to design a capstone course that is effective in creating psychol-
ogy professionals who are prepared to enter the demanding, diverse world of the
21% century.

The key component or overall theoretical idea of what a capstone course
should be is not difficult to find in the literature. For example, according to the
APA (2008a), a key component of a capstone course is to provide psychology
students the opportunity to apply their knowledge. As Dunlap (2005) and Stig-
gins (1997) both describe, a primary goal of teaching and outcomes assessment
in the capstone course involves presenting students with authentic challenges
connected with knowledge mastery, reasoning proficiency, and professional ex-
pectations. Wade (1997) states a capstone experience should help students “in-
tegrate, apply, and evaluate ... diverse findings as well as the psychological pers-
pectives” (p. 151). Furthermore, Wagenaar (1993) concludes a capstone course
should provide “a culminating experience in which students are expected to in-
tegrate, extend, critique, and apply the knowledge gained in the major” (p. 209).
There are several ways to integrate these themes, pedagogical goals, and key
ideas into a class; it could be through a practicum, Socratic discussion, or even a
research project. This generalizability is strength of the capstone course along
with its ability to allow an instructor to assess the student’s overall collegiate
learning experience and act as a method of summative evaluation. However, the
lack of concrete recommendations on which pedagogical style to use in order to
effectively teach a capstone course leaves psychology undergraduate students
with an inconsistent and possibly ineffective or incomplete educational expe-

rience.

2. Discussion as a Pedagogical Tool

Whether the guidelines or key themes come from the APA, the Boyer Commis-
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sion on Educating Undergraduates, or other qualified experts on psychological
education; the goal of undergraduate institutions becomes how can psychology
undergraduate programs provide a consistently useful capstone course in which
each recommendation is met. The possible solution for this dilemma is a discus-
sion-based approach to the capstone course. A discussion-based approach would
allow the flexibility needed for student differences in their base knowledge.
Boonyaprakob (2002: p. 219) suggests that, “For a [teaching] program to foster
students’ developmental growth, the student should be considered not only as a
learner but also as a developing person.” This means that any capstone course
must be malleable in regard to meeting students where they are intellectually. An

example of this teaching challenge is given by Felder and Brent (2004: p. 276):

Students at Level 5 might flourish in a classroom environment based on
cooperative and problem-based learning, in which the students are rou-
tinely confronted with high-level open-ended problems and are given
guidance by the instructor when it is needed but are basically left to find
their own way ... Level 2 students and many Level 3 students, on the other
hand, might find such an environment uncomfortable enough to derail

their learning.

Kloss (1994) argues that if students are pushed too hard to embrace complex
ways of thinking they may begin to retreat rather than grow. As Kloss warns, “A
nudge is better than a shove in these matters” or the teacher risks alienating the
student (Kloss, 1994: p. 153). How can teachers skillfully nudge students into
engaging with topics that become more complex (and often abstract) as their
academic careers continue? One such method is the use of discussion groups as
they can “help students to connect with and develop new ideas, wrestle with al-
ternative perspectives, and apply new knowledge to complex problems in colla-
boration with their peers” (Jones, 2014: p. 13; see also Dallimore et al., 2004).

When teaching is interactive there can be dramatic learning outcomes. Free-
man et al. (2014) recently conducted a meta-analysis of 225 studies which found
that undergraduate classes with active learning components not only showed a
6% increase in exam scores, they showed more than a 50% reduction in fail rates
by students. Additionally, Jones (2014) found that group discussion was most
effective when positive within-group functioning was present, which increased
student outcomes such as critical thinking, application, and overall course satis-
faction.

Furthermore, course topics themselves can often generate differing classroom
engagement based upon how invested students are with the content. In particu-
lar, course topics that offer considerable substance and salience can initially elicit
considerable affective responses that propel an engaged discussion during sub-
sequent class sessions. Affective responses involve “emotions that arise during
learning and lead to affective states that may positively, neutrally, or negatively
influence the progress of a learning process” (Vermunt & Vermetten, 2004: p.

361). Some examples would be exploring the consequences of being exposed to a

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2021.121009

124 Creative Education


https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2021.121009

A. M. Meadows et al.

hostile divorce between one’s parents as a child (Donner, 2006), or mate-poaching
(Schmitt, 2004) as these are pertinent topics across various genders, sexualities,
ethnicities, races, and socioeconomic statuses. Additionally, with the diversity of
college students growing, finding salient topics relevant to a superficially unalike
group is now more important than ever (Espinosa et al., 2019). The ensuing
discussions of these topics can further increase salience through the analytical
exploration of these affective responses and influence the overall impact of the
learning (Jones & Bursens, 2015; Vermunt & Vermetten, 2004). Bradley et al.
(2008) called for additional research on the consequences of course discussion
that is limited-focal (discussion centered on “opinions”, for instance) compared
with course-linked discussion (using direct reference to particular course mate-
rials).

Various discussion structures can facilitate or impede student response types
and in turn, affect the achievability of particular learning goals (Bradley et al.,
2008). Thus, as Evans and Witkosky (2007) argue, using discussion as a peda-
gogical tool requires discrimination and restraint; merely offering a supportive
environment for students and then prompting them to discuss a topic is not
enough to be considered a full-inquiry-based approach to education. The sup-
portive approach is oversimplified and ignores a fundamental component of
particular import; namely, the skillful use of questions. Research indicates that
the type of questions asked influence the subsequent substance and extent of
discussion produced (Bradley et al., 2008; Smith & Higgins, 2006). For example,
Andrews (1980) found that explicit fact-based questions (“What was the name of
that institution?”), yield the lowest subsequent associated number of student
statements (1.45), compared with a focal invitation to explore a topic (“Can we
make any generalizations about the play as a whole, from the nature of the
opening lines?”), which yields an average number of 5.08 subsequent related
student statements.

Bradley et al. (2008) corroborate these findings and raise some highly relevant
issues regarding mapping classroom discourse. Using a study of online discus-
sion, based in part on the original work by Andrews (1980), Bradley et al. (2008)
found that limited focal and direct link question types generated the most words,
followed by the brainstorm and open focal questions. Application and course
link question types generated the fewest words. Based upon those findings,
Bradley et al. (2008) speculated that students refrained from answering these
types of questions due to a dislike of the structure of the questions. Therefore,
discussion can indeed be a useful pedagogical tool, but like any tool one needs to

first learn how to use it in order to create the intended product.

3. Socrates and the Art of Skillful Questioning

Discussion within the classroom prompts synthesis and promotes the use of
higher order aspects of knowledge use (Bloom, 1957). The process of skillful

questioning involves not just eliciting answers from students, but in exercising
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the high-order thought processes of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation necessary
for continuing success in future endeavors. As Reese (2005) explains, it is not
just about finding questions but finding the right questions to open up the dis-
cussion process. In a time where there are many pedagogical techniques to
choose from, educators can choose to revive the Socratic Method in spite of its
increasing abatement, even in law schools where it is traditionally used (Kerr,
1999).

Socrates is widely considered the archetypal father of Western philosophical
practices. He became renowned for his ability to use strategic questioning as a
means of facilitating critical thought and self-generated knowledge. Over time,
this method of pedagogy became known as Socratic questioning, which is best
articulated by Paul (1995: p. 297).

This consists in teachers wondering aloud about the meaning and truth of
students’ responses to questions. The Socratic teacher models a reflective, ana-
lytic listener. One that actively pursues clarity of expression. One that actively
looks for evidence and reasons. One that actively considers alternative points of
view. One that actively tries to reconcile differences of viewpoint. One that ac-
tively tries to find out not just what people think but whether they think it is
actually so.

This form of questioning facilitates a more open form of discussion where
different viewpoints can be compared and contrasted with one another. Authen-
tically demonstrating the process of asking ambiguous questions, carefully ana-
lyzing potential answers, and attempting to reconcile differing viewpoints, allows
the instructor (or in this case, facilitator) to model the process of learning itself.
It also replicates experiences that may be had within graduate schools or the
workforce if the student were to continue to engage within the discipline.

The Socratic method can also encourage collaboration through establishing an
expressive and supportive environment where constructive student group dis-
cussion is promoted (Burns, Stephenson, & Bellamy, 2016; Kerr, 1999). This can
be achieved by the facilitator modeling positive group dynamics, offering a spe-
culative “nudge” in discourse when it is necessary, and sitting back and allowing
student discourse when possible and appropriate (Jones, 2014). Tofade et al.
(2013) have identified specific sequencing that can be useful for Socratic ques-
tioning by splitting questions into three categories:

1) Exploratory, where topics are introduced, past discussions are reviewed,
and student’s previous knowledge is assessed;

2) Spontaneous, where student perceptions are probed and reflected upon;

3) Focused, where students are presented with specific issues that they are en-
couraged to share their ideas.

As such, this nudges students toward analysis, synthesis and evaluation: the
three key high-order components of Bloom’s (1957) taxonomy. Largely, those
who implement the Socratic method maintain that “only through this dialogue,
entered into earnestly and honestly by both discussants, will a more accurate
truth than held individually be discerned by both parties” and that students will
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develop their own intellectual journey at their discretion (Riffel, 2014: p. 127).

Previously, Bradley et al.’s (2008) findings were mentioned in regard to the sa-
lience of topics and their direct linkage to the way in which discussion was in-
itiated. Another complexity they noted was that students appear to have a prefe-
rence for enthusiastic fangential conversation rather than a sustained focus on
the central aspect of a topic. This is particularly the case when the topic is prox-
imal and/or counters long-held beliefs. This can unfortunately derail the discus-
sion and potentially stray from the overall theme; which if this occurs, the dis-
cussion may no longer have the effect desired by the class or instructor. An ex-
ample of this comes from our own capstone course where we found that the ex-
istential discussion of mortality salience, or the awareness of an individual that
their death is inevitable and unavoidable (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon,
1999), is one such topic. Since the topic is angst-producing, without conscien-
tious guidance the discussion may (or may appear to) veer “off topic.” This is
where, based on the Socratic method, the instructor acts as a mentor, allowing
sufficient room for students to examine the topic within a framework that makes
sense to them, while still gently tugging them back toward the major theme.
Moore (2005) also recognizes the importance of this affective component in
learning as it drives students to engage not only with their own thoughts, but al-
so of those around them that may be wildly different from their own (this could
include attitudes about race, sexuality, or other underserved and persecuted
communities). This can result in a significant shift in students’ pedagogical atti-
tudes, specifically in beliefs that would normally be resistant to change.

However, skillful questioning of students is only half of the equation to in-
quiry-based education; the second half involves teaching students to generate
their own questions about the topic. Rosenshine, Meister and Chapman (1996)
explored intervention studies where students had been asked to generate ques-
tions about material they had read. The process of generating questions
prompted students to engage actively with the material while at the same time
giving the instructor a method by which the students’ overall understanding of
the subject could be assessed. The results demonstrated that students who had
been taught to generate questions on the topic themselves had higher levels of
comprehension than those who had not been taught by this method. Rosenshine
et al. (1996: p. 182) describe this as:

a guide that serves to support learners as they develop internal procedures
that enable them to perform higher-level operations. Generating questions
about material that is read is an example of a cognitive strategy. Generating
questions does not lead directly, in a step-by-step manner, to comprehen-
sion. Rather, in the process of generating questions, students need to search
the text and combine information, and these processes help students com-

prehend what they read.

The Socratic method relies on preparation as it draws from previous know-

ledge and experience; if a student doesn’t actively engage with the material and
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comprehend it, they will be unable to effectively participate in the discussion
(Riffel, 2014). Consequently, having students generate their own questions in
order to increase their comprehension should facilitate the actual Socratic dis-
cussion. This is also congruous with Vygotsky’s scaffolded-learning technique.
Students are being taught a strategy to deal with ill-structured tasks and develop
meaning from the information given to them.

This highlights the strength of the Socratic method in terms of its malleability
as a pedagogical practice: it not only meets students where they are conceptually,
it also fosters learning through both scaffolding processes and by actively en-
gaging students with development of their conceptual understanding in terms
that are authentic to them. Teachers must not only ask the right questions but
also be skilled in guiding students to ask their own questions about the topic.
They must also incorporate scaffolded-learning techniques and be aware that
students enter the discourse with different levels of intellectual development
which need to be carefully monitored in order to avoid alienating students and
subsequently stunting their growth. Unfortunately, accomplishing many of these
tasks is difficult in a large class, as even Socrates seemed to only use his methods
with limited numbers of interlocutors at a time. To speak up, or be cold-called
on, is a frightening experience for many, even in welcoming and familiar situa-
tions. An increase in class size could escalate the likelihood of the environment
feeling hostile, thus a lecture hall with an immoderate number of students seems
ill-disposed for creating a place to question one’s established truths (Riffel,
2014).

4. Socratic Teaching in a Capstone Course

The corresponding author’s capstone course is based on the Constructivist
Learning Environment model (CLE) designed by Jonassen (2002) with the
objective to foster a classroom atmosphere where students are actively involved
in dealing with ill-structured, real-life issues. Essenhigh (2000) states that the
goal of the capstone experience should be to teach students not just the facts, but
to train them in regard to thinking their own thoughts and deriving meaning
from them.

The corresponding author uses teaching modeled after the Socratic method,
with the course being fully discussion-based; this course can be used as an ex-
ample to demonstrate how a capstone course may be taught using the sugges-
tions made within this paper. In the corresponding author’s course, weekly top-
ics are selected in an effort to foster as well as challenge, students’ preexisting
knowledge and perspectives that have been acquired in prior courses. As stu-
dents review several selected readings within the topic, they can experience al-
ternative (and sometimes conflicting) perspectives. Students are asked to submit
questions that they had while surveying the readings, which can be used as a
foundation for framing discussions based upon differing perspectives and inter-

pretations, as well as developing alternative ways of resolving the different van-
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tage points. While students’ questions often reflect reactive themes to assigned
readings, this initial reaction is an integral component of the course, as are
gauging the reactions of others, processing affective components of oneself and
others, and providing feedback on raised viewpoints within the topic at hand.
All of this works in tandem to drive the learning of the entire classroom as ques-
tions are addressed through successive discussion and further inquiry.

Jonassen (2002) asserts that it is within this context of co-operative problem
solving that allows the facilitator to guide and scaffold their students. This
scaffolding can be achieved readily by the facilitator modeling response-based
inquiries regarding students’ questions, modeling reasoning strategies in re-
sponse to raised questions, and providing related experiences about which
students may not have first-hand experience. For example, one section of the
course is on the topic of loss and grief, and initially many students respond to
the topic by claiming that they have not “lost” anyone, appearing to believe
“loss” is exclusively related to death. However, when the discussion shifts away
from death-related losses to relationship break-ups, and then circles back to the
empirical work related to this, students are often able to connect effectively with
the topic (Wortman & Silver, 1989). This approach assures a higher degree of sa-
lience for students’ understanding of a topic, as students are encouraged to ex-
plicate upon these topics by utilizing their own comprehensive techniques rather
than being purely reliant upon the rationalization of the lecturer.

The goal of this Socratic teaching method is to accomplish each of the guide-
lines identified by the APA (2007). In particular, to encourage capstone students
to value the effort required of them to engage in genuine critical thinking (rather
than simply being critical), to provide them with a wealth of opportunities so
they may apply the sum of their acquired skills and knowledge, as well as to
bring it to bear on authentic contemporary issues (e.g., parenting, interpersonal
relationships, culture, diversity, etc.). In this way, students learn to tolerate am-
biguity while reflecting on their personal and adopted discipline-based ethics
along with professional values; all of which satisfies the major goals and guide-
lines produced by the APA.

This brings us to the importance of meaning-making within psychology.
Krauss explained, “The complexity of meaning in the lives of people has much to
do with how meaning is attributed to different objects, people and life events”
(Krauss, 2005: p. 763). So, the priority of the capstone course should be upon
melding these personal variances in meaning, along with different psychological
theories found within the discipline. By incorporating meaning-making, a
course lends itself to become an effective learning experience that prepares un-
dergraduates for further exploration within psychology as well as real-world ap-
plication within their career (APA, 2016).

Perry’s full learning model (1970) posits nine stages of intellectual develop-
ment starting with basic duality (where knowledge is essentially “right” or

“wrong”) and culminating in the ninth stage of development: commitment. The
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aim of college education should be to guide students towards Perry’s ninth stage,
where students will understand that the better part of knowledge is relative in-
stead of absolute. Utilizing their sense of personal identity and experience, they
should be able to critically assess the multitude of view-points for each theory
and have the capacity to validate their own position on the topic at hand by tak-
ing an honest and committed stand despite any lingering sense ambiguity or
conflicting sources (Thomas, 2008). Lectures are useful in that they are able to
communicate factual information to large audiences where there is an intellec-
tual gap between the speaker and the audience (Charlton, 2006). However, as
Felder and Brent (2004) argue, students are not being given the opportunity to
view science as a process of inquiry as lectures are experienced as the passive
absorption of presumably true knowledge via the instructor and is not conducive
to investigation or meaning-making (Jones & Bursens, 2015). Thus, another
primary goal of a capstone course should be to provide students with several
opportunities to integrate, analyze, and evaluate the various theories and prac-
tices. This inquiry-based teaching will equip students with a properly-cemented
foundation of understanding that is conducive to further exploration of the field.

Cuseo’s (2007) review of undergraduate teaching methods draws out key
findings regarding the negative impact of large class sizes: in particular, they,

1) Reduce the students’ active involvement in the learning process;

2) Reduce the frequency and quality of teacher interaction and feedback;

3) Reduce the students’ level of cognitive activity;

4) Limit the breadth and depth of course objectives, assignments and course
related learning;

5) Lower students’ academic achievement and performance.

Moreover, it has been found that disadvantaged students, such as women and
underserved minority populations (African American, Native American, His-
panic, etc.), suffer the greatest negative impact from large classes (Ballen et al.,
2018; Diette & Raghav, 2015). Concurrently, students report lower levels of sa-
tisfaction and give lower ratings to courses that are delivered in large classes
(Cuseo, 2007; Jones, 2014). Finally, students in large classes display a limited
engagement with their courses and may not develop critical thinking skills that
are essential for real-life application outside of the classroom (Cuseo, 2007).

Some may argue that since the majority of students will progress to the end of
the course, a change in teaching methods is unnecessary. However, Halpern et
al. (2010) cite evidence from universities in the United States suggesting that few
psychology students are choosing to continue their education at the graduate
level. According to Conroy et al. (2019), about 56% of those who held bachelor’s
degrees in psychology did not go on to earn graduate degrees. The APA (2008b)
explains that “opportunities in psychology for those with graduate degrees will
be more plentiful and at a higher level than for those with undergraduate de-
grees” (p. 2) as it has consistently been over time; thus, pursuing a graduate de-

gree will foster more opportunity within the psychology field. As determined by
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Mullen, Goyette, and Soares (2003), the biggest impact on whether a student
continues to graduate school appears to be based upon their experiences and
success in their undergraduate education. Thus, a lack of concrete integrative
teaching methods and limited engagement may explain why students fail to
progress (Belanger, Dills, Hernandez-Julian, & Rotthoff, 2017; Dooris, 2002). As
student ratios grow and classes become more lecture-heavy, teachers are left
without the means to provide optimal integrative experiences for their students,
leading to a lower quality of student interaction with the material.

This means that while psychology students may make some epistemological
progress during their time in college, the majority are at risk of graduating with
diminished interest and without having well developed meaning-making strate-
gies that are essential for the recognition and comprehension of knowledge as a
social construct (Pizzolato, 2006). Yet the American Psychological Association’s
(APA 2002, 2007, 2013) guidelines emphasize that the explicit goals of a psy-
chology major include critical and creative thinking and the ability to apply
psychological principles to personal, social and organizational issues. In addi-
tion, students should learn how to evaluate psychological theories in terms of
design and effectiveness and demonstrate the capacity for generating potential
solutions to problems.

It should be clearly noted that this review is not intended to discredit lec-
ture-based teaching. There can be no doubt that lectures have merit (Gold,
1991), but lecture-based teaching should be used in conjunction with other cur-
ricular options. Previously, Dunn et al. (2009) offered their proposal for concrete
curricular recommendations in psychology that included four specific groups of
courses: an introductory course, a methodology course, a content course, and
integrative experiences that include either internships, research projects, or a
capstone course. However, higher education institutions have generally ignored
attempts to implement these guidelines (Dunn et al., 2009). If implementing any
sort of synergistic courses, most institutions are turning to flipped classrooms,
which are defined as having traditional lectures occur outside of class and having
in-class time focus on completing projects or interactive assignments instead
(Roehling et al., 2017). Despite their increasing popularity, there is not a signifi-
cant amount of research to support the efficacy of a flipped classroom in a psy-
chology course, where unlike STEM courses (which have significant coverage
within the literature), they do not easily lend themselves to interactive material
or practice (Roehling et al., 2017). In addition, Halpern et al. (2010) reported
that rather than providing a solid undergraduate curriculum, psychology de-
partments have exhibited a growing trend of delivering specialized courses.
Whilst not inherently negative, this specialization risks fragmentation within the
discipline; a matter that runs parallel to the call of Brewer et al. (1993) for deli-
vering core experiences within psychology curriculum.

Finally, the aim of psychology departments should emphasize not only re-

taining students within and beyond undergraduate study, but also in preparing
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them for jobs within the field (APA, 2016: p. 110). However, if students are not
engaging in the course material, nor being offered integrative teaching, such as
through a capstone course, how can they be expected to synthesize and deliver

these skills later on in their careers?

5. Meaning-Making through Inquiry-Based Teaching

Bloom’s taxonomy (1957) was an extension and elaboration of cognitive prin-
ciples initially introduced by the APA. Bloom’s multi-tiered model was formed
in order to aid in developing epistemological learning objectives by recognizing
the processes of learning as existing on a continuum, with analysss, synthesis,
and evaluation as its highest three levels (see also Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001).
These three highest levels of cognitive processing highlight the requisite need to
comprehend constituent parts of a problem and to link disparate sources or
perspectives in order to form a coherent and functional whole or, more simply,
meaning-making.

Meaning-making is the ability to see the differences around us, and then form
them into some sort of order that makes coherent sense (Ignelzi, 2000; Kegan,
1983; Krauss, 2005). It has two fundamental aspects: intellectual maturity and
situations that encourage autonomous problem-solving (Clegg, 2015; Huber &
Hutchings, 2005; Pizzolato, 2006). Inquiry-based teaching methods, where a
teacher poses a question and then prompts students to actively participate in
analyzing data and drawing conclusions, afford teachers the ability to actively
model strategies related to knowledge formulation within the context of task
completion. Equipping students with the intellectual capacity to tolerate ambi-
guity in meaning is incredibly important in comprehending psychology as an
evolving discipline and assists in maneuvering students’ thought processes from
a dualistic worldview towards more multiplistic or relativistic models of thought
(APA, 2016; Perry, 1970).

One strength of inquiry-based teaching methods is that students of differing
abilities can easily be accommodated due to the malleability of its design.
Teachers can meet students where they are intellectually and foster individual
growth as needed until they are able to fully synthesize and evaluate the topic at
hand. As discussed by Kegan (1983), one must construct a bridge between the
student’s current understanding and that of the new understanding, so that they
may cross over it. This follows Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of scaffolded instruc-
tion whereby the teacher carries out the task in a meaningful context. The stu-
dents are then asked to join in with the task with the eventual goal being that
they learn how to carry the task out independently (Wilhem, Baker, & Dube,
2001). Thus, the teacher provides the scaffolding for the student’s learning expe-
rience until the student has all the necessary building blocks for a particular
strategy at which point the scaffold of the teacher support can be removed. In an
empirical study, Jones and Maxwell (2007) compared second-year students from

a Bachelor of Education degree program. They examined the students’ scaf-
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folded and unscaffolded reflective writings on two administrations of student
learner self-efficacy scales. The use of scaffolded teaching resulted in deeper
knowledge and understanding of the subject in comparison with unscaffolded
teaching. Scaffolded students were more engaged with the subject and were
more willing to use their own experiences and link them with their new know-
ledge to form new understanding.

Another strength of inquiry-based teaching is that it fosters an applica-
tion-based approach to knowledge. Ge and Land (2003) cite the importance of
teaching students not only to learn problem solving skills but also to be able to
transfer these skills from one context to another. Utilizing inquiry-based me-
thods, students get to practice using critical thinking skills by assessing a partic-
ular topic and offering their insight, thereby acting as co-facilitators of their own
learning. Lecture-based teaching, in contrast, does not typically provide this
same opportunity for students to engage with meaning-making or to apply these
skills to everyday problem-solving. Summarized differently, inquiry-based
learning provides the opportunity for learning the content of the discipline but
also for application of techniques used by the discipline (Abd-El-Khalick et al.,
2004). Meta-analyses have supported these notions by revealing that in-
quiry-based teaching methods are more effective in helping students’ conceptual
understanding of topics and facilitate greater student achievement overall (Balta
& Sarac, 2016; Lazonder & Harmsen, 2016; Minner et al., 2010).

6. How to Assess Integrative Learning

It could be argued that capstone courses based upon inquiry-based teaching
methods lack the capacity for accurately monitoring and assessing student
progress. Moore (2005) takes the stance that the capstone course itself is a form
of direct assessment: “It not only assesses previous cognitive learning in the
major, but also provides a forum that allows an instructor to assesses the stu-
dent’s overall collegiate learning experience” (Moore, 2005: p. 440). Further-
more, Moore stresses the importance of evaluation as it provides students with
the critical validation of their own learning progress. Additionally, while the
APA (2007) may suggest the inclusion of a capstone experience in the curricu-
lum there is no clear guidance on how the learning outcomes should be moni-
tored, other than by the general inclusion of examinations. Monitoring student
progress through examinations is one method of ascertaining what the student
has learnt. However, it cannot indicate how successfully the student can apply
this knowledge to real-life problems or provide an assessment of the student’s
intellectual development as students enter a capstone course at different intel-
lectual levels and, more importantly, with different learning styles (Felder &
Brent, 2005).

A capstone course must, therefore, provide empirical evidence that students
actually benefit from the experience and achieve the intellectual outcomes rec-

ommended by the APA. Some colleges culminate a capstone with a student
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project, others ask students to form a written portfolio of work that demon-
strates their collegiate learning experience (Perlman & McCann, 1999). Accord-
ing to Huber and Hutchings (2004), the use of writing as an assessment measure
provides a reliable and valid insight into one’s thinking, with a few guidelines:
primarily a clear statement of what one proposes to assess and the use of a scor-
ing rubric which, to be fair and valid, should be made public to the students. Va-
lid assessment requires careful consideration of the whole: purpose, scope, and
method. For example, Burns, Stephenson and Bellamy (2016) used the Learning
Environment Preference instrument (LEP) (Moore, 1989) to assess 135 students’
epistemological development in a series of separate 15-week capstone courses.
Through the LEP measurements the study found that a capstone course, based on
the Socratic teaching method, enabled students to demonstrate the ability to tole-
rate ambiguity and to challenge preconceived beliefs through the use of open dis-
cussion and scaffolded-learning, in contrast with the lecture-only control group.

This is not to say established assessment models should be displaced, as ex-
aminations and academic assessment are still integral parts of a capstone course.
However, within a capstone there is also a need to assess the balancing act of
teaching style with student learning outcomes and cognitive development and to
adjust the teaching style accordingly.

7. Conclusion

While lecture-based courses can serve to deliver information to more students in
a cost-effective manner, often they do not offer the same degree of intellectual
development as smaller classes using integrative and inquiry-based learning
methods.

This review is not suggesting an end to lectures, rather than implementing
inquiry-based teaching, where appropriate and feasible, remains a strategy that is
currently being undervalued by many within academia. The failure to promote
integrative learning practices denies students the opportunity to explore mean-
ing-making, attain greater educational outcomes, and to rise in their intellectual
development. Furthermore, Bain (2004: p. 134) laments the demise of Socratic
teaching by arguing that:

Great teachers are not just great speakers or discussion leaders; they are,
more fundamentally, special kinds of scholars and thinkers, leading intel-
lectual lives that focus on learning, both theirs and their students’. They fo-
cus on the nature and process of learning, rather than the performance of

the instructor.

These ideas must be encompassed in a psychology capstone experience and it
is here that the APA should take the lead in guiding colleges on not just what
should be taught in psychology, but how it should be taught.

Strategies related to integrative pedagogical approaches continue to show im-
proved learning outcomes for students. Moreover, the unique nature of psy-

chology as an evolving discipline requires an integrative approach by its very
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nature, as the skills necessary for exploring and challenging meaning cannot be
reliably delivered from a lecture podium. Psychology is itself an inquiry-based
practice, and teaching methods should seek to mirror this agenda. It is not
enough for students to take a passive role in traversing obtuse topics; they must
practice the skills related to conversing with others, navigating alternate opi-
nions, digging into concepts, and formulating their own opinions, all of which
are vital for both therapeutic practice and research-based careers in psychology.
Socratic-based capstone classes, where students are committed to a discipline
and eager to learn, could be powerful in teaching meaning-making and moving
students to a deeper understanding of material. By gaining critical insight, stu-
dents are allowed to fully realize their own capabilities, ultimately permitting
them to push their discipline in new directions by utilizing skillful questioning

strategies and applying their acquired knowledge.
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