
Loras College Psychology Program 

PSY 131:  Psychology of Stress 
Syllabus 

January Term Course 

M-F 1:00-5:00; Wed 7-9 

Weekend Retreat at Sinsinawa Mound: Friday 1/18 - Sunday 1/20 

Prerequisite:  None 

Course Fee:  $175.00 

 

Instructor Information  
            Dr. Julia Omarzu, Psychology Program 

 Office:  Hennessy Hall 190 

 Office Phone:  588-7524 

 Best Way to Reach Me: 

Either by email, julia.omarzu@loras.edu 

  Or during Office Hours:  M-F 11-12 

 

Course Materials and Resources    
 Required Texts:    

Kushner, H.  (2004.) When Bad Things Happen to Good People. 

Sapolsky, R.M. (2004.) Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers (3
rd

 ed.). 

    

Additional Required Readings – To be determined, will be selected from Supplemental List at end 

of syllabus.  The additional readings will be made available on eLearn for students. 

 

 Recommended Text: 

Gilbert, D. (2007.)  Stumbling on Happiness 

 

Other Materials: 

  Throw blanket or large pillow for floor exercises 

  Colored pencils, pens or crayons for art exercises and journaling 

 

Course Objectives 
In this course, you will: 

1) Learn basic biological principles related to health, stress, and coping. 

2) Become familiar with major psychological research and theory related to the sources and effects of 

stress. 

3) Analyze your overall life stress  

4) Learn a variety of intervention strategies for dealing with stress. 

5) Reflect on the place of stress in our lives, including how it affects our sense of meaning and 

control. 

 

Learning Outcomes, Assessment, and Grading 
There will be five major types of assessment in this course that will determine your grade.  Each will 

focus on some different learning outcomes associated with this class. 

 

1) Participation         240 pts (30%)  
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Participation is a very large component of this course.  The intervention activities, the retreat, the 

group presentations and class discussions will all require your active involvement for them to be 

effective.  You are expected to try all intervention activities as seriously and wholeheartedly as 

possible, even if some seem odd or slightly uncomfortable.  Some of these activities will be based 

on eastern philosophies (yoga, for example).  If this will trouble you or seriously conflict with 

your religious beliefs, you might want to consider dropping this course.  During almost every class 

meeting, we will be discussing the readings, the experiential components of the course, or some of 

your reflections on the course.  Your daily contributions to class discussions and your involvement 

in class experiences will make up half the points (120 pts) in this category of assessment. You are 

expected to contribute to your group, and your peers’ evaluation of this will also be a part of your 

participation score (40 pts).  The Sinsinawa Mound Retreat is a culminating experience for the 

course.  Your active involvement in the spirit and activities of the retreat will be worth up to 80 

participation points.  

This important category of assessment focuses on the following outcomes: 

a. Your ability to discuss, in a group, different philosophies on the meaning of life and life 

satisfaction, as expressed in assigned texts. 

b. Your ability to thoughtfully engage in new activities with an open mind. 

c. Your ability to work with others on a group project. 

 

2) Stress Journal         120 pts (15%) 

You will keep a “Stress Journal” with directed entries, (I will give you instructions for each entry), 

that respond to the information and experiential components of the course.  Although we may 

discuss journal entries generally in class meetings, the contents of your journal will not be shared 

with other students without your explicit permission, as you may be writing about personal 

experiences and emotional events in your life.  The Stress Journal will assess the following 

learning outcomes: 

a. Your ability to explain and analyze your own sources of stress and responses to stress. 

b. Your ability to explain and compare the interventions you will try throughout the course. 

c. Your ability to reflect on your own personal fears, losses, and patterns of anxiety. 

 

3) Group Project         160 pts (20%) 

You will be assigned to a working group in the first day or two of the course.  Each group will 

choose a piece of research related to stress and coping, (from a predetermined list.) The group’s 

first task will be to read the research and teach the class about that research.  To help with this, 

each group will have access to an “expert” from the community who has some connection to their 

research and can serve as a guest speaker during their presentation.  The group’s second task will 

be to conduct a simple test of their own that is somehow related to the research, and to give a brief 

presentation of the results of their test during the final days of the course.  This project will 

evaluate: 

a. Your ability to describe a piece of major research related to stress or coping. 

b. Your ability (with help) to conduct a simple investigation into some aspect of stress or 

coping. 

c. Your ability to explain at least one major psychological theory of stress well enough to 

teach it to others. 

 

4) Comparison Paper         120 pts (15%) 

The Comparison Paper will compare the ideas regarding stress and life satisfaction that you will 

encounter in the assigned texts.  The paper will be four to six pages in length, typed and double-

spaced.  We will discuss the texts’ philosophies extensively in class, so that you will be able to 
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hear your classmates’ reactions to them and share your own, but this final paper (due in the final 

days of the course), will be your last chance to demonstrate the following outcomes: 

a. Your ability to explain and compare the authors’ different philosophies on the place of 

stress in our lives. 

b. Your ability to reflect intelligently and meaningfully on these different perspectives, and 

their treatment of meaning, control versus anxiety, and life satisfaction. 

c. Your ability to clearly express ideas in writing. 

 

5) Exams          160 pts (20%) 

There will be two exams in this course (80 pts each).  They will be short answer and identification 

exams.  They will assess the following learning outcomes: 

a. Your ability to identify biological structures related to the stress response and to describe 

their basic functions. 

b. Your ability to explain the overall physiological process of the stress response 

c. Your ability to identify and explain basic elements of stress theory and research covered in 

class. 

  

 

Course Policies   
All teachers have their own individual expectations for academic performance and behavior in their classrooms.  

Mine are outlined below in the form of “Frequently Asked Questions”.  Please read them and understand that my 

first expectation is that you have read this document.  I will thus assume that if you do not behave according to 

these expectations, that you are intentionally showing disrespect or disagreement. 

 

 Is class participation required? 
Yes.  January Term courses are designed specifically to be experiential and active.  Don’t panic, though, 

it’s not about quizzing you orally every day in class.  I just expect you to come to class prepared with the 

lesson assigned and to contribute your questions and thoughts.  In this course, specifically, you should also 

expect to move physically – so come dressed and prepared to do that.  If you have some anxiety about any 

of this, please let me know.  I can give you tips to perhaps reduce your stress a bit.  If there is a particular 

activity that you are uncomfortable about participating in, again, please let me know ahead of time and we 

may be able to find an accommodation for you that will still allow you to get the feeling of the experience. 

 

 What happens if you miss class?  

 I do not have a formal attendance policy.  There are no “excused” or “unexcused” absences in my class – 

an absence is an absence.  You do not need to notify me or to get my permission to miss a class session.  

There are no truant officers for college.  However, because of the accelerated nature of January Term 

courses, you will be dropped from the course with a grade of “F” if you miss more than two days of class. 

Missing an hour or more of any class meeting will also count as a full day’s absence.  Additionally, if 

you are absent for a portion of any class meeting I expect you to be responsible for getting notes from 

another student, and checking the course schedule for any assignments.  Please do not contact me to ask “if 

you missed anything.”   I assure you, we will still have class in your absence and so you will obviously 

have missed something.  Also be aware that there is no late work accepted in this class.  If you are absent at 

the time something is due you will not be allowed to make it up, and you will receive a grade of zero for 

that assignment.     

 

 What happens if you have a conflict with another College-sponsored event?  

If you are involved in intercollegiate athletic competitions, theater and choral performances, or debate, and 

have activities that may conflict with this course you should follow these instructions from the College’s 

official policies:    
1. Submit a copy of your team/organization’s schedule to your instructors no later than the first day of 

class with all specific course conflicts highlighted.  
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2. Through oral and email notification, communicate with your instructor(s) at least one class prior to 

each class that you are scheduled to miss to coordinate how you will make up and turn in missed 

work.  Your course syllabus may require greater advance notice of a pending absence.  You are 

expected to make up coursework missed (or an appropriate equivalent) by the original due date.  

3. Forward all relevant changes to the schedule to your instructors as soon as you are notified.  

4. Submit all course syllabi and schedule of course commitments to coach/moderator as soon as 

possible.  

5. It is a privilege to participate in college sponsored events.  Students found to be intentionally 

abusing this policy will lose the opportunity to participate in college sponsored events. 

This policy does not cover practice for any college sponsored event, or academic/co-curricular 

conferences.   Even if your scheduling conflicts are due to college-sponsored activities, there are many 

“nonreplicable” activities in this course that cannot be made up -- most obviously the final weekend retreat.  

If your schedule of activities will not allow you to attend the final weekend retreat, you will be penalized.  

You will also be penalized for missing other class activities and demonstrations.  If your schedule 

requires you to miss either the retreat or more than two days of class, it will be difficult for you to pass 

this course and you should consider taking a different January Term course.  

 

 What if you are late or have to leave early?   
Please make an effort to arrive on time for class.  Late arrivals are distracting to me and other students – 

and being tardy every day does not give me a great impression of you.  If something unforeseen does 

happen, though, to make you late on a particular day, please come to class anyway.  I would rather have 

you attend late than to not attend at all.  If you need to leave early, I also appreciate it if you let me know in 

advance.  This is not because you need my permission, (again, I expect that you can make adult decisions 

about this), but so I won’t worry that you’ve left because you’ve been taken ill or been offended by 

something in class.  Please keep in mind however, that because of January Term rules, missing an hour of 

any class day will count as a full day’s absence.   

 

 What are the rules for laptop use in class? 

 We will be using laptop computers in class only when absolutely required for research or file-sharing.  

During other class time, I will ask that you keep computers closed and put away and I expect you to abide 

by this rule.  It does not matter to me whether or not you are “doing anything” on the computer – if the lid 

is open, it will distract you from class, I can guarantee it. Please bring paper and writing utensils to class in 

order to take notes.   I know that the laptops can be valuable tools for class, but I prefer face-to-face contact 

with students rather than face-to-screen contact.  Do not use your computer to instant message, email, shop, 

or play games during my class.  If you cannot refrain from this, I may ask you to leave or to not bring your 

laptop to class again. 

 

 What if you have trouble getting along with your work group? 

You may be asked to complete group projects in this course.  Groups will usually be assigned by me, in 

order to give you experience working with people you might not otherwise get to know.  I expect you to 

work with other students respectfully, listen to others’ ideas, making the effort to help others when needed, 

and work out any personality conflicts together.  Please do not complain to me that your group is bringing 

down your grade.  This is almost never true.  If you are doing better work than other members of your 

group, then you should be helping them improve or taking a leadership role.  Your unwillingness to do this 

is not your group’s fault.  It may also be the case that you are not giving others a chance to contribute and 

so they are clamming up in resentment.  If a member of your group is truly not doing his or her share of the 

work, you need to find a way to discuss this as a group, (I suggest asking the person what’s going on, 

before accusing him or her of slacking.)  However, if a group member is behaving erratically or seriously 

disrupting your group’s work, please let me know so that I can take action to protect you and the other 

students. 

 

 Is late work accepted? 

The short answer here is “no.”  I expect you to turn in your work on time.  All assignments, including 

electronically submitted assignments, should be submitted and received by me by the due date and time, 
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even if class is cancelled on the due date of an assignment.  Do not expect me to remind you of every 

deadline in class.  It is your responsibility to read this syllabus and know the class schedule.  I will make 

every effort to keep deadlines for projects and exams as scheduled, but sometimes things happen.  Check 

on-line for changes in assignments, especially if you need to miss a class.  You should complete 

assignments well enough in advance to avoid problems related to personal computers or the Loras College 

network.  “The computer (or the printer) ate my homework” is an unfortunate situation with which I 

sympathize, but it does not change my policies.   

 

 What about make-up tests? 

In this course there are two scheduled exams.   Make-up exams are given only in cases of documented 

illness or emergency, and should be taken within 48 hours of the original exam unless documented 

circumstances prevent this.  Illnesses should be documented with the college health center.  Give 

permission for one of the nurses to contact me about your missed exam.   If you should have another type 

of emergency situation that requires you to miss an exam, you need to notify me as soon as possible, 

(preferably before the scheduled exam has ended), and document the situation with the college.  If I need to 

cancel class on an exam date, we will have the exam on the next date that we meet.  If class is cancelled on 

a class date prior to an exam, the test will still occur on its scheduled date. 

 

 What are the expectations for behavior off-campus, when we are on Retreat? 

Loras College students participating in January term courses are expected to conduct themselves in 

accordance with the policies and guidelines put forth in the student handbook, even when off-campus.   In 

addition, I will ask you to surrender cell phones and computers for the duration of the retreat.  There may 

be some designated time for computer work, but it will be limited. Sinsinawa also requests that you conduct 

yourselves with respect for the other people who may be staying at the center, as many are there for 

spiritual guidance or quiet reflection.  Meals will be provided at the center; you are also allowed to bring 

your own snacks, but please do not bring alcoholic beverages to the Center.   We will remain at the Center 

from Friday afternoon through Sunday morning and students will not be allowed to come and go from the 

facility on their own during this time.  If you are not able to abide by these rules for student conduct, you 

will not receive credit for the retreat, which will likely result in your failing this course; you may also be 

asked to leave the Center and will be responsible for paying for transportation back to campus.  As the 

instructor for this course, I reserve the right to make this decision based on my observations of your 

behavior. 

 

 What if you need a special accommodation for this course, due to disability?   
Any student who believes that he or she may need an accommodation for any type of documented disability 

during this class should make an appointment to see me during my office hours or ask to speak with me 

after class.  I am happy to discuss arrangements to do this, but usually you do need to document your needs 

with the college.  It is always a good idea to contact the Learning Disabilities Center at x7134 and make an 

appointment with a staff member to review your documentation and to determine appropriate, reasonable 

accommodations.  Minor accommodations such as seating arrangements are of course very easy and require 

no special documentation, simply a conversation with me.  If you have questions on whether or not you 

may qualify for accommodations or on how to document a disability, please contact the Director of the 

Learning Disabilities Center at 588-7134.   You may self-disclose and request an academic adjustment any 

time during the semester.  However, I strongly recommend that you do so as soon as possible because 

accommodations are not provided retroactively and adequate lead-time is required.  

 

 This course deals with a variety of emotional issues.  What if you would like additional counseling?  

There are mental health professionals and counselors on staff at Loras in our Counseling Center.  

Counseling services are confidential and available to all students.  Some issues our counselors deal with 

frequently are problems with school, from specific problems such as difficulty with certain types of classes 

to lack of motivation; insecurity about what to choose for a career; difficulties with college life, such as 

conflict with roommates, feeling lonely or having trouble "fitting in"; problems with romantic relationships 

or questions concerning sexuality; troubles at home that cause stress at school; as well as more common 

emotional issues like feeling tense, stressed, anxious, irritable, or depressed.  The Counseling Center can 
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help students who are having current difficulties because of past problems like sexual or physical abuse or 

incest.  They also help students who are concerned about alcohol or drug use, dealing with eating problems, 

are experiencing difficulty grieving about a loss or are dealing with a crisis in their lives such as 

experiencing sexual harassment or other kinds of discrimination.  Call 588-7085 for an appointment or visit 

http://inside.loras.edu/sites/counseling/default.aspx for more information.   

 

 

And last, but certainly not leasté. 

 

Academic Honesty 
The following is from Loras College’s policy:  “Dishonesty (cheating, plagiarism, etc.) in class and/or assigned 

work will result in total loss of credit for the class and/or assigned work. Dishonesty in examinations, which are 

not final examinations, will result in total loss of credit for the examination. Dishonesty in final examinations 

will result in the grade of Fail for the course. All cases of student dishonesty are reported in writing to the 

Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs by the faculty member. The student may appeal cases of 

dishonesty to the Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs.” 

 

If you have questions about whether or not something constitutes cheating or plagiarism, please see me.   If you 

find yourself tempted to take an unethical shortcut because of overwhelming workloads, life problems, or pure 

procrastination, please see me to investigate alternative solutions.  I take this very seriously and expect you to 

do so as well.  I expect and believe that my students are generally honest, which is why I believe it to be 

important to act when I find that some are not.  I will report all such incidents to the academic dean and to the 

advisor(s) of the student or students involved.  Do not expect me to sympathize with cheating – regardless of 

situation.  Everyone does not cheat, nor do any circumstances excuse it.   Forms of academic dishonesty 

include (but are not limited to):  

 Copying others' answers during exams/quizzes or allowing others to copy your answers. 

 Allowing or paying others to write your papers or "give" you the answers. 

 Copying sentences, paragraphs, or ideas from the textbook, Internet sites, or other sources without citing 

your references appropriately.  

 

 

PROFESSIONAL EXPECTATIONS FOR PSYCHOLOGY MAJORS 

While not every student who takes this course will choose to major in psychology, I believe it is worth including in 

this syllabus behavioral expectations our program has for our majors.  These recommendations should benefit 

students of any major: 

 Respect the dignity and worth of all individuals regardless of ethnicity, religious affiliation, age, disability, 

or gender orientation. 

 Promote accuracy, honesty and truthfulness in one’s conduct  

 Manage conflicts in a direct and respectful manner. 

 Assume and honor commitments and responsibilities. 

 Assume a leadership role in modeling positive behavior for other students. 

 Demonstrate an excitement about learning by becoming engaged in classroom discussions and activities, 

and going beyond what is required in the pursuit of knowledge. 

 Develop and value an active investment in the discovery of accurate, reliable information. 

 Reflect on what you are learning and become adept at making connections with material from many 

classes. 
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Course Calendar 
 

Date  Topic/Activity for Class    Assignment Due this Day 

Th 1/3 Introduction to course 

Physiology of Stress 

Begin journaling 

Take biological baseline measures 

 

Obtain course readings 

Fri 1/4 Group formation & topic selection 

Discussion on reading 

Progressive relaxation exercise 

 

Reading: (Exact assignment to be 

determined) 

Journal entry 

Mon 1/7 Sources of stress:  Overview 

Lazarus & Folkman model 

Discussion on reading 

Progressive relaxation & visualization 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

Group planning outline 

Tue 1/8 Stress of daily hassles  

Discussion of readings 

Meditation exercise 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

Wed 1/9 Daily stress continued 

Discussion of reading 

Everyday stress & illness 

FIRST GROUP PRESENTATION & SPEAKER 

Meditation practice 

 

Evening event:  Film & discussion (7-9 pm) 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

 

Th 1/10 Daily hassles continued 

Discussion of reading 

Physical hardiness & stress 

SECOND GRP PRESENTATION & SPEAKER 

Walking meditation 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

Fri 1/11 Stress of major change 

Grief and trauma 

Discussion of readings 

THIRD GRP PRESENTATION & SPEAKER 

Yoga demonstration & practice 

 

Weekend:  Work on Research Projects 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

First Half of Journal Due Today 

Mon 1/14 EXAM 

Major change continued 

Discussion of readings 

Yoga & Meditation practice 

 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 
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Tue 1/15 Major change continued 

Discussion of readings 

Control 

FOURTH PRESENTATION & SPEAKER 

Walking meditation practice 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

Wed 1/16 Fear & Anxiety 

Discussion of readings 

Lowering anxiety – companionship 

FIFTH PRESENTATION & SPEAKER 

Tai Chi demonstration & practice 

 

Evening event:  Film & Discussion (7-9 pm) 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

Th 1/17 Fear & Anxiety continued 

Discussion of readings 

Therapy for chronic anxiety 

Hypnotism demonstration (?) 

Tai Chi practice 

 

Reading: 

Journal entry 

Fri - 

Sun 

1/18- 

1/20 
Sinsinawa Mound “Silent” Retreat 

BRING:  Books, drawing materials, paper, 

comfortable clothes & shoes, quiet activities 

(non-technological), and an open mind. 

NO:  Cell phones!! 

 

We will return to campus about noon on Sunday. 

 

Reading: 

Final journal entries 

Mon 1/21 Stress of decisions & conflict 

Debrief retreat 

FINAL GROUP PRESENTATIONS 

 

Group Research Presentations 

Tue 1/22 JOURNALS DUE TODAY 

Discuss journals – journal sharing 

 

Journals Due 

Wed 1/23 EXAM 

PAPERS DUE 

Final Discussion 

Comparison Papers Due 
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SUBJECT-TO-CHANGE WARNING 
Information in this document may be subject to change for a variety of reasons.  It is my intention to 

follow the above outlined schedule and grading policies as closely as possible, but time constraints, 

weather or other events may make adjustments necessary.  It is essential for students to regularly attend 

class and check the course website for possible updates or changes in course due dates or requirements.   

 
 

 


