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Student Research 
What makes our students excel 

This year, many students were involved in faculty-student research 

projects. We asked them to share their experiences in hopes to encourage 

students to get involved in the upcoming semesters! Here’s what they had to 

say!  

 

“I believe the experience as a whole gave us an insight into the research field. 

It was a lot of work but Dr. Wolfe was always there for us. It was a great privi-

lege working so closely with her. She often asked our opinions and suggestions, 

really giving us the opportunity to take the lead. We were allowed to work in-

dependently but still had her guidance and it truly made for a great research 

experience.  

I would suggest to anyone who is looking to do research simply to speak up, 

find a professor who is doing something you are interested in and contact him 

or her. Being apart of a research team was not only great experience, but also 

a unique, intriguing opportunity to learn about something I was truly interested 

in.” 

-Michaela Schleinz and Rocio Vera  

 

“As a first-year I really didn't know too much about research or how to get in-

volved.  I was lucky enough to have Dr. Hankerson as my academic advisor 

who has been full of helpful advice and guidance.  Once I started looking at 

neuroscience as a potential major I started sending out emails to professors in 

both the biology and psychology department to see if anyone was doing re-

search this summer and if they needed some extra help.  Naturally I was very 

excited when Dr. Hankerson needed help with one of her on-going pro-

jects.  I'm the only first-year on our research team but it has been such an 

amazing and eye-opening experience.” 

 -Jo Beyer 

Spring 2014 
 



“Don't become a mere recorder of facts, but try to penetrate the 

mystery of their origin.” – Ivan Pavlov 

Minnesota Undergraduate Psychology 

Conference (MUPC) 

Every year, students across the state 

gather at the Minnesota Undergraduate 

Psychology Conference to present their 

research.  This year the conference was 

held at Bethel on April 26, 2014.  The 

conference is separated into numerous 

poster sessions with each session per-

taining to some subfield of psychology.  

Students and professors of psychology 

get to walk around and take in all of the 

amazing research that is being conduct-

ed.    
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Seniors Scott Fusco, Nate Per-

sons and Todd Farnham discuss 

their research with other stu-

dents. 

Amy Steingas presents her 

poster to psychology students 

and has a blast doing it. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

This year, a group of over 40 psychology students and faculty members (the larg-

est group ever) went to Chicago, Illinois to present their undergraduate research 

at the Midwestern Psychological Association conference from  May 1-3. The con-

ference is certainly one of the  highlights of the year for the department. Dozens 

of talks and notable speakers make this event invaluable to students. The event 

not only gives students a chance to share their research with fellow students and 

psychologists across the country, but also provides awesome professional experi-

ence. 

Midwestern Psychological 

Association Conference (MPA) 
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A group of students take in the city of 

Chicago after presenting at the con-

ference. 

St. Thomas students present their research 

during one of many poster sessions at MPA. 

Three freshman, 

Maria Post, Maria 

Palacios Pirkl and 

Samantha Matschi 

discuss their poster 

with a psychology 

professor. 



 Special Awards  
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This past spring, senior Angie Kurth won the Don-

ald G. Paterson Undergraduate Award in Psy-

chology.  This award is given out annually to one 

student in the state by the Minnesota Psycholog-

ical Association. It is given to an outstanding col-

lege senior planning a career in psychology that 

shows high achievement in psychology. 

Senior Angie Kurth 

accepts her award 

with Dr. Bock. 

Senior Jenna Ness was a recipient of the 2014 Psi Chi 

Midwest Regional Research Award handed out at the 

2014 Midwest Psychological Association conference 

this spring.  Her research focused on whether psycho-

logical distance and action goals relate to climate 

change attitudes and behavior.  

Senior Jenna 

Ness accepts 

her award at 

the MPA con-

ference.  



“Scientific knowledge is in perpetual evolution; it finds itself 
changed from one day to the next.”—Jean Piaget 

365-01 Health Psychology – Dr. 

Prichard – MWF 12:15-1:20 

This survey course will examine 

the contributions of psycholog-

ical research to the under-

standing, prevention, and 

treatment of a variety of 

health concerns. This course 

will employ a biopsychosocial 

model, which means that we 

will study how social, emotion-

al, behavioral, biolog 

ical, and spiritual factors influ-

ence health. The specific top-

ics include injury, stress, pain 

management, additions, 

sleep, patient-physician rela-

tions, and chronic illnesses 

such as Alzheimer's, diabetes, 

and AIDS. Prerequisite: PSYC 

111 

400-01 Seminar in Cognition – Dr. 

Bock – 5:30-9:15  

Current theory and research in a spe-

cific topic related to cognition. Topics 

will vary, but will include in-depth 

coverage of specific topics related to 

thinking and consciousness. Sample 

topics include (but will not be limited 

to) specific aspects of consciousness 

(e.g. Sleep and Cognition), memory 

(e.g. eyewitness memory or memory 

distortion), social cognition (e.g. ste-

reotyping), developmental cognition 

(e.g. language development), cogni-

tive neuroscience (e.g. brain mecha-

nisms underlying attention), compar-

ative cognition (e.g. animal lan-

guage), and applied cognition (e.g. 

human-computer interaction). Pre-

requisite: PSYC 111 and one addition-

al PSYC course or permission of the 

instructor. 

 

402-01 Developmental Psych Re-

search – Dr. Jessee MW 1:35-3:10 and  

402-51 Developmental Psych Re-

search Lab – Dr. Jessee M 3:15-5:15 

This laboratory course presents meth-

ods and designs in developmental 

research methodology. The course 

examines observational, experi-

mental and quasi- experimental re-

search as well as analyses, ethics, 

and other core issues in developmen-

tal psychology. Prerequisites: PSYC 

200 or 202; and PSYC 212 

5 

New classes for 2014-2015 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/jeanpiaget206638.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/jeanpiaget206638.html


 We have all been there. Sitting in the middle of 

a full class looking up at the professor and realizing that 

the last few seconds (or minutes) have been lost to wan-

dering thoughts of boyfriends, best friends, and all but the 

lecture at hand. Hope is not lost, however, as recent re-

search in the field of cognitive psychology has found a 

possible new strategy for undergraduate students to in-

crease attention and become more present learners. Not 

only can mind wandering be embarrassing for the stu-

dent and potentially distracting during the class, but stud-

ies have shown that it can reduce memory about the 

material presented. Evidence has also been found that 

negative moods follow mind wandering and therefore, 

improving attention could lead to better academic per-

formance and even attitude.  

 A research team at the University of Miami inves-

tigated short-term mindfulness training as a tool to im-

prove attention. Mindfulness training places emphasis on 

the present moment and directs participants to focus on 

one specific action such as walking and eating, but it is 

most commonly used with breathing. If the participants 

feel their attention wandering to distracting thoughts or 

sensations, they are encouraged to gently guide their 

focus back to the task at hand. Long-term practitioners of 

this strategy had reductions in the activity of the brain 

network responsible for mind wandering and reported less 

inattention during meditation practices. Not only is there 

evidence that improvement of attention occurs within an 

already established population of active participants, but 

students that had six hours of training in two weeks im-

proved their Graduate Record Examination, a measure-

ment of academic mastery, and improved their working 

memory. Alexandra Morrison and her colleagues looked 

into the potential benefits of short-term mindfulness train-

ing on undergraduates specifically within a semester long 

course. They used the sustained attention to response 

task (SART) which measures mind wandering by asking 

participants to sustain focus on mundane repetitive infor-

mation and allowed the researchers to analyze trends 

over a period of time. They also included a working 

memory test to determine if 7 hours of training over 7 

weeks would produce similar results as previous studies. 

The research team “predicted that relative to a no-

intervention control group, students who received mind-

fulness training would report experiencing less mind wan-

dering and have better task performance on the SART as 

well as the working memory tasks” (Morrison, Goolsarran, 

Rogers, & Jha, 2014). They believed that mindfulness 

would improve attention and increase the ability to hold 

small pieces of information in memory.    

 They implemented their experiment by random-

ly assigning students to either a training group, or a con-

trol group that did not include any training. The training 

occurred for 7 weeks for a total of 7 hours over one se-

mester. During the week, the students participated in a 20 

minute session to convey information about “defining 

mindfulness, cultivating focus and staying on task, ac-

knowledging doubt and judgment, stress reduction, inte-

grating mindfulness into everyday life, and discussion of 

challenges arising during the academic year” and closed 

with a 5 minute group practice session. The students were 

also required to come to the laboratory twice per week 

to perform a 20 minute mindfulness session on their own. 

To determine the overall effects of the training, each indi-

vidual was tested at the beginning and end of the semes-

ter.      

Several main areas of the SART task were influ-

enced by the mindfulness training. Across the training 

group and control group, there were no differences at 

the beginning of the semester. This reflected exactly what 

the researchers were hoping would be the case. It 

showed that all of the students were at a baseline level of 

accuracy, variability, and self-reported inattention before 

the training started. After the mindfulness training (MT) 

ended, however, overall accuracy of the SART task de-

creased significantly for the control and increased signifi-

cantly for the training group (See Figure 1, Graph A). The 

graph illustrates the interaction between the two varia-

bles across time. There is strong evidence that the MT 

increased the ability to stay engaged on the task at 

hand. There is also a large difference shown between the 

Mindfulness for the Mindless Student 
Lexi Tarter  

 



response variability of individuals in the control group com-

pared to the MT group over time (See Figure 1, Graph B). 

The opposite relationship in comparison to accuracy is 

shown in the graph as the control group increases variability 

from the start to the end of the semester and the control 

group decreased variability after training. A decrease in 

variability indicates that the training group had a more sta-

ble rate of attention to the task than the control group. The 

figure shows in Graph C that the training group stayed at 

baseline when responding to the question, “Where was your 

attention focused just before the probe?” The higher the 

number, the more “off-task” the participants thinking and 

Graph C shows that the control had a significant increase 

from the base line at the end of the semester. This result 

points to the protective quality of MT against off-task think-

ing.   

Contrary to their hypothesis, Morrison and her col-

leagues did not find any significant relationships between 

MT, time, and working memory. One reason may be that 

the working memory task provided no cues to shift attention 

back to the work at hand. During the SART task, participants 

were periodically prompted to self-report their attention. 

This may have acted as a trigger to increase participant’s 

attention whereas there would be no such trigger in the 

working memory test. Also, the working memory test had a 

higher perceptual demand for participants than the SART 

task. It has been shown that lower demands in regards to 

perception correlate with mind wandering which may ac-

count for why no mind wandering was seen in a high de-

mand task. Another explanation given by the researchers is 

the simple fact that other studies supporting a relationship 

between MT and working memory had more intensive train-

ing routines. It may be that the 7 hours per week for 7 days 

a week was not enough to heavily influence working 

memory processes.  

The findings of this study also do not provide con-

clusive evidence as to why students without MT are shown 

to be less attentive at the end of the semester compared to 

the beginning. A possible explanation may be that as the 

semester progressed, the environmental stressors, such as 

final exams, raised the probability of intrusive thoughts, dys-

phoria, and reduced well-being. If this were the case, the 

MT would be acting as a protective tool that the students 

within the training group could use to buffer against the 

effects of each maladaptive trait of the end of the semes-

ter. In combination with these somewhat unexpected re-

sults, the data provides strong evidence that MT influences 

attention.    

 Overall, the findings of Morrison and the team of 

researchers display the effects of MT on attention even if 

the effects cannot encompass working memory. It may not 

be that mind wandering has only negative effects on an 

individual but could be beneficial in some contexts as well. 

More nuanced studies could look at the influence of mind 

wandering that promotes internal reflections compared to 

those that focus on external worries or problems. Also, mind 

wandering may even benefit individuals by providing op-

portunities for autobiographical planning and creative 

problem solving. Future research could determine if the 

occurrence of autobiographical planning and creative 

problem solving decreases with the use of MT which would 

point to mind wandering as a source of both characteris-

tics. As popularity of this view increases, more emphasis will 

be placed on identifying the potential benefits of mind 

wandering.   

Further research can also be done in many areas 

related to MT and mind wandering. An important follow-up 

to the current study would be to gather data on the class-

room experience of students that have undergone MT to 

determine if there are real world differences after the pro-

gram. As all of the data were collected through lab proce-

dures in the study done by Morrison and their colleagues, it 

is too early to make conclusive claims that MT can truly af-

fect academic performance. Future studies could also in-

vestigate the effects of other forms of meditation for under-

graduate college students. For instance, combinations of 

MT with yoga would elucidate the influence of regular body 

movements on attention. Progressive muscle relaxation 

practices could also identify how anxiety relief may help. 

Even religious forms of mediation such as centered prayer 

could be examined for possible relationships to attention. 

Although complete elimination of mind wandering may not 

be feasible and could possibly be detrimental, MT is an influ-

ential strategy to help reduce unwanted wavering of atten-

tion. Next time you are in a class and life’s many worries blur 

your focus, take a deep breath, center your thoughts to the 

present moment, and sign up for a mindfulness class near 

you! 

 

Mindfulness, continued. 

 



 

Student Research, continued 

“I was in Dr. Bock’s Psychology of Ado-

lescence course during the 2013 fall 

semester when she approached me 

about joining her moral development 

research team. I had some catching 

up to do, but everyone was very wel-

coming and helpful, so I was able to 

get acquainted with the research and 

with the team quickly. 

During spring semester I participated in 

an offshoot of Dr. Bock’s original pro-

ject, along with Angie Kurth, Taylor Lar-

son, and Kelsey Tisthammer.  We were 

particularly interested in the ideal self 

and its correlates with moral motiva-

tional variables.  We hopes to present a 

poster at the Association for Moral Edu-

cation (AME) conference in Pasadena, 

CA this fall!” 

-Anna Hangge 

 

“With Dr. G it was a really great experi-

ence because I got the chance to do 

independent research, but was still 

able to have some guidance from her 

along the way. Her background re-

search on musician breast cancer survi-

vors interested me and she said I would 

get the chance to do qualitative re-

search from whatever lens I wanted to. 

I chose to look at it from an “optimism” 

lens and was able to present for the 

International Positive Psychology Asso-

ciation at the world congress on posi-

tive psychology in Los Angeles. So 

much of the research was in my field of 

interest, so I loved every minute of it..” 

-Dylan Mazza 

 

“I had always wanted to get involved 

in research at St. Thomas, but felt intimi-

dated by grant-writing, the competitive 

nature, and the dedication of an entire 

summer that research in other depart-

ments required.  I had two classes with 

Dr. Hankerson, and she mentioned to 

the class that she was open to starting 

student research projects.  Soon 

enough we had designed an experi-

ment and were collecting data with 

this awesome, "Biopac" system - a wire-

less system that records physiological 

activity, such as pulse, heart rate, skin 

sweat response, and respiration rate on 

participants during our experiment. I do 

believe that my research experience 

made me a good candidate for, and 

helped me get accepted into gradu-

ate school next fall.” 

-Megan Coffman  
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Study Abroad in January 2015!  
Spooks, Psychics, and Speptics in the UK: Psychological 

Science Investigates THE PARANORMAL 

Dr. Scott and Dr. Robinson-Riegler will explore the history and current status of 

psychological investigations into the paranormal with a group of lucky students 

next January. There are still spaces available, so please apply! This 300-level 

PSYC or NSCI elective will emphasize skeptical inquiry and the scientific meth-

od. This course will enlighten students about the prominent position of psychical 

research in the work of scientific psychology’s late nineteenth-century founders, 

encourage students to consider and critique the methods contemporary psy-

chologists use to investigate varieties of anomalous experience, educate stu-

dents about fundamental cognitive processes that contribute to paranormal 

beliefs and experiences, and elucidate the current state of scientific findings 

about anomalous phenomena. Excursions will include visits to ostensibly haunt-

ed sites such as Hampton Court Palace and the Edinburgh South Bridge Vaults, 

tours of cutting-edge parapsychological laboratories at the Universities of Lon-

don and Edinburgh, visits to the British Museum Enlightenment Gallery, a muse-

um of magic, and Sigmund Freud’s last home, and day trips to the mystical vil-

lage of Glastonbury and mysterious Loch Ness. 



“A failure is not always a mistake, it may simply be the best one can 

do under the circumstances. The real mistake is to stop trying.” – B.F. 

Skinner 

It’s getting to that time 

of year for seniors to ask them-

selves, “Where is my degree 

going to take me?” While Psy-

chology majors often go on to 

graduate school to continue in 

the field, there are some great 

options for students who hope 

to use their degree elsewhere! 

Students who study Psycholo-

gy have been equipped with 

a valuable set of skills; among 

these are critical thinking skills, 

understanding of human be-

havior, awareness of group 

behaviors, and the ability to 

gather and interpret data.  

 Careers in many facets of 

business will utilize these 

skills.  

 Research is a valuable tool 

for any organization.  

 Having an understanding 

of human behavior, moti-

vations, and emotions will 

assist people in sales and 

advertising.  

 If students are looking to 

work directly with people, 

but do not wish to attend 

graduate school, careers 

with youth and elder care 

are excellent options.  

Fortunately, we are graduating 

in an opportune place: a re-

cent study by the U.S. Bureau 

of Labor Statistics has found 

Minneapolis to have the lowest 

unemployment of all U.S. major 

cities. Good luck, seniors, with 

your upcoming job searches! 
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Meet the News EAs! 

Graduating Seniors 

Madelyn Larsin Ashley 

Bauman 
Anna 

Hangge 

Lexi Tarter Rachel 

McGrath 



 

Senior EA Farewell 
 

Scott Fusco 
I will be taking a year 

off from school to work 

and travel.  I hope to 

land an AmeriCorps 

Angie Kurth 
Next year, I will be begin work-

ing on my PhD in Develop-

mental Psychology at Universi-

ty of Notre Dame. I will be 

working with Darcia Narvaez, 

researching moral develop-

ment in early childhood.   

Sarah Janczak 
This summer, I plan to move 

to Japan for one year to 

teach English through the 

JET Program. The following 

year, I plan to attend LSE in 

London for graduate school 

with a focus on social and 

cross-cultural psychology. 

Jenna Ness 
President of the Psychology 

Club, member of Psi Chi Honor 

Society. In the upcoming year, 

I will be working with Hennepin 

County Environmental Health & 

Safety. One day I may pursue 

grad school for psychology. 

Mara Morley 
Next year I will be attending the UST 

Graduate School to get my Masters 

in Counseling Psychology. During 

that time I will also be conducting 

research with Dr. Andrew Tix per-

taining to the Psychology of Reli-

gion. I will remain active in the Twin 

Cities interfaith community and 

hope to participate in more social 

justice outreach.  

Rebecca Krammer 
I will be pursuing a PhD in clini-

cal psychology at Seattle Pa-

cific University.  
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