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As the field’s flagship course, Introduction to Psychology presents a number of unique opportunities and 

challenges. As instructors, we are faced with many competing demands: negotiating the breadth and 

depth of the curriculum, effectively teaching to students with diverse backgrounds, interests, and 

motivations, and serving as an ambassador for the discipline, among many others. As a result of these 

demands, it may appear daunting (if not impossible) to also address social issues, especially when 

attempting to adapt strategies or specific assignments from upper-level courses that allow more depth 

of coverage.  

 

In this talk, I will share tips and tricks for integrating social justice themes and concrete acts of everyday 

activism into introductory psychology without sacrificing (and perhaps even enhancing) the course’s 

original learning objectives and outcomes. I’ll begin with broad strategies that are germane to discussion 

of any social issue: making connections between academic content and current events, effectively 

communicating those connections to diverse groups of students, anticipating and preempting potential 

challenges, as well as responding to those that do arise in the moment.  

 

Specific examples of course concepts/applications to be discussed will be determined by audience 

preference, but may include the Black Lives Matter and #MeToo movements, immigration justice, 

LGBTQ+ rights, disability justice, educational inequity, and the public’s relationship to science. The 

session will also include ample time for attendees to share strategies that have proven successful for 

them, collectively problem solve tricky teaching situations, and brainstorm new ways they can 

incorporate everyday activism into their existing courses. By integrating social justice content, 

instructors can bolster students’ topical knowledge while also empowering them to use what they learn 

inside the classroom to affect positive social change in their everyday lives—even if Intro Psych serves as 

their only exposure to the field. 
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Leslie Berntsen is a Lecturer in Psychology at the University of Southern California, where she has taught 

courses in applied introductory psychology, abnormal psychology, and social/affective neuroscience. 

She received her Ph.D. and M.A. in Psychology from USC, and her B.A. in Psychology from New York 

University. Her dissertation research focused on the genetic and environmental bases of empathy, 

kindness, and compassion, and she strives to instill these values in her students alongside a mastery of 

psychological principles and critical thinking skills.  

 

Leslie’s teaching expertise and SoTL research interests lie at the intersection of psychology and social 

justice, and include teaching controversial topics and current events and providing inclusive STEM 

education. In addition to the 2020 NITOP Speaker Award from the Society for the Psychological Study of 



Social Issues, she is the recipient of the 2016 Wilbert J. McKeachie Teaching Excellence Award from the 

Society for the Teaching of Psychology and the 2018 SPSSI Teaching Resources Prize.  

 

As a first-generation college graduate, Leslie is committed to providing students with not only a college 

education, but also with the secrets behind the “hidden curriculum” to help them get the most out of 

their college experience. Outside of the classroom, she is passionate about giving psychology away to 

the public through popular science writing and advocating for empirically-informed policy on campus 

and on the national level. Her writing has been featured in The Huffington Post, The Professor Is In, The 

Novice Professor, and Medium, and she has participated in SPSSI’s Capitol Hill Advocacy Day in 2014. 

She tweets about the teaching of psychology, social justice, and life as a woman of color in academia 

(and loves making new Twitter friends!) under the handle @leslie_bern. 


