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Real-World Skills in a Virtual World: An
Innovative Activity for Teaching
Developmental Psychopathology
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Abstract

Background: Incorporating professional development into undergraduate psychology coursework is an ongoing area of
improvement for educators.
Objective: We present a novel activity encouraging students to explore various professional skills and roles for which their
psychology major prepares them through application to real-world issues.
Method: Students participated in one of two virtual mental health summits and formed working groups to present from
different perspectives (e.g., public health, epidemiology, etc.). Students collectively voted on resolutions at the end of each
summit (e.g., budgetary recommendations for a county health department).
Results: We examined student perceptions of confidence in their professional skills and content knowledge before and after
summits. Students indicated that they wanted more applied assignments like the mental health summit in other psychology
classes and preferred the activity to exams or papers in a virtual course.
Teaching Implications: The mental health summit represented a real-world application activity that students indicated wanting
in their courses. Recommendations for how to adapt the presented activity for non-clinical psychology courses are discussed.
Conclusion: The mental health summit activity supported the real-world application that students desire. Future iterations of
the activity can build on the model we describe to support greater skill improvement.
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Psychology is consistently ranked among the five most
popular undergraduate majors (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2018). However, this popularity does not neces-
sarily mean that psychology and non-psychology alike have a
clear understanding of how the discipline translates to the
professional world. As Vespia and colleagues noted (2020),
politicians have made recent comments questioning the em-
ployability of psychology majors and psychology majors
themselves struggle to recognize how skills from their degrees
translate to their post-college lives. These are misperceptions
given that psychology majors are highly successful in pursuing
graduate school or employment after graduation (American
Psychological Association [APA], 2018). However, these
misperceptions are notable given that professional development
is one of the five learning goals for undergraduate psychology
majors as outlined by the American Psychological Association
(2013). Including innovative activities in coursework that
promote professional skills, such as critical thinking, com-
munication, teamwork, and to prompt students to recognize
these skills may reduce these misperceptions. Further, these

skills align with core competencies of career-readiness outlined
by the National Association of Colleges and Employers (2021),
which may further signal to students and employers how
psychology coursework prepares students for careers.

Virtual courses may provide additional challenges to clear
and creative activities that incorporate professional develop-
ment. Compared to in-person courses, students may feel less
comfortable with learning in an online format and, in par-
ticular, less satisfied with group work activities (Faux &
Black-Hughes, 2000; Garratt-Reed et al., 2016). However,
student performance in online courses is positively associated
with quality of interactions with course instructors and peers
(Jaggars & Xu, 2016). Given the growing number of students
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enrolled in online courses and the further acceleration of
online course enrollment driven by the COVID-19 pandemic,
designing course activities that facilitate quality interactions in
a virtual classroom may be beneficial for student outcomes.

The present article outlines a class activity, mental health
summits, designed to (1) demonstrate a range of professional
skills and roles to students and (2) provide an alternate as-
sessment method for a virtual classroom that promotes syn-
chronous engagement and group work. Specifically, the APA
(2013) emphasized “application of psychology-specific con-
tent and skills, effective self-reflection, project-management
skills, teamwork skills, and career preparation” in its profes-
sional development goal for undergraduate psychology majors
(p. 16). The mental health summit was designed to target
project-management skills and teamwork skills through group
presentations, effective self-reflection through a post-summit
reflection paper, and career preparation through introduction to
roles and jobs students might pursue with their psychology
education. Themental health summitswere created for an upper-
level course on developmental psychopathology and, accord-
ingly, had a clinical flavor to the application of psychology-
specific content and skills in order to also assess course content
knowledge. In the remainder of the article, we describe the
summit activity, present pilot data from undergraduates about
their perceptions of the summit activity to evidence assignment
efficacy, and discuss ways to adapt the summit activity to other
kinds of courses, including non-clinical courses.

Mental Health Summit Activity

Assignment Description

The mental health summits were designed to examine a real-
world application of developmental psychopathology
knowledge in greater detail. Developmental psychopathology
takes a biopsychosocial perspective to understanding the
emergence and change in psychological disorders over time.
Accordingly, we wanted students to appreciate the diverse
institutions, professions, and processes that may influence
individual developmental trajectories. In addition, we tailored
our selection of the overarching summit themes to align with
general student interests in our class, which were medical and
mental health care. The two overarching summit themes that
were selected were: (1) a budgetary hearing of the local county
health department and (2) an evaluation of the diagnostic
status of non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) in the DSM-6. These
themes allowed students to apply course material while ex-
ploring broader questions about how institutional forces may
affect whether youth receive a diagnosis or services. Summit
teaching materials, including instructions, grading rubrics,
thematic PowerPoint slides, and examples of student-selected
articles, are freely available via OSF (Koch & Mendle, 2021).

The first summit was framed as though the local county
health department was having a summit on the budget for
community mental health services. In this fictional scenario,

the health department of the county in which the university is
located asked students to prepare presentations on child and
adolescent externalizing disorders (e.g., conduct disorder and
oppositional defiance disorder) with a primary focus on helping
the county decide how to allocate funding for services to treat or
reduce risk for these disorders in a way that would most benefit
the community. The local health department was specified so
that students could access public health statistics, provide
recommendations for a particular community, and consider “big
picture” questions for a familiar place. In the broader context of
developmental psychopathology, the goal of this summit was to
encourage students to consider how the budgetary priorities of a
community can affect which services get funded, which in turn
can affect a child’s access to appropriate interventions and
treatments. Students participated in one of five working groups,
which included educators, Child and Family Services, the
juvenile justice system, the medical community, and therapists
in a free community clinic. Students were asked to consider
how someone in their assigned working group role would
approach the topic. For instance, the working group repre-
senting educators might explain how externalizing disorders
manifest in and impact the educational system. After all
working groups presented, students voted on the final budgetary
recommendations to be submitted to the local health department
(e.g., should Child and Family Services receive a greater
percentage of the budget than the community clinic?).

The second summit was framed as if the American Psychiatric
Association was having a summit on evaluating the diagnostic
status of NSSI in the DSM-6. Students were asked to prepare
presentations onNSSI and how it should be represented, if at all, in
the next publication of the DSM. This topic was drawn from the
decades-long debate as to whether NSSI should be treated as an
independent disorder versus a symptom or subtype of other di-
agnoses (Zetterqvist, 2015). In the broader context of develop-
mental psychopathology, the goal of this summitwas to encourage
students to consider the many factors that shape empirical deci-
sions by diagnostic authorities. Students participated in one of five
working groups, representing biology, psychiatry, epidemiology,
public health, and developmental psychology experts. Students
were asked to review the evidence for or against the inclusion of
NSSI disorder in a new version of the DSM in the way they
thought their assigned working group would approach the topic.
For example, members of the psychiatry working group could
review the comorbidity of NSSI with other disorders and
consider if there are enough diagnostic criteria to differentiate it
from those disorders. After all working groups presented,
students voted on the final recommendations to be submitted to
the American Psychiatric Association on the diagnostic status
of NSSI for the next DSM edition.

Role of Students

Each student participated in one of the two summits as part of a
working group invited to present at that summit. Students self-
selected the summit and working group of their choice via an
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editable sign-up sheet on the online course homepage that de-
scribed the theme of each summit and role of eachworking group.
Each working group had an even number of spots available for
sign-up to ensure that group size and workload was similar.

Preparation for summits included reviewing lecture material,
course readings, and relevant empirical articles. Rather than
restatingmaterial presented in lectures, students were encouraged
to think critically and creatively about this information, and to
synthesize the many things we know and do not know about the
summit issues. Each person within the working group was asked
to identify at least one relevant empirical article through an
independent literature review to support the presentation. Each
working group developed a joint presentation (approximately
10–12 minutes in length) to share at the summit. After each
presentation, students in other groups were encouraged to ask
questions in their summit character to facilitate immersion (e.g.,
students in the medical community working group asked
questions as if they were medical doctors). After all working
groups presented, summit participants voted on the final rec-
ommendations to be submitted according to the summit topic.

Finally, students were asked to submit a one-page reflection
on the summit that centered on their thoughts and experiences.
The assignment prompted several questions for reflection
including: What arguments from the different working groups
surprised or seemed sensible to you? Would you re-write your
original position in any way? Why or why not? What was the
article you brought to your working group’s attention? Why
did you select this article and how did it support your working
group’s perspective?

Role of Course Instructors

The course’s instructional team comprised a professor and two
graduate teaching assistants. The professor served as the lead
facilitator during each summit, pretending to be the department
director during the health department summit and the chair of
the APA committee during the NSSI summit. All members of
the teaching team asked questions in character of the setting to
facilitate immersion. In addition, the instructional team inten-
tionally created materials to introduce the summits, including
custom Zoom backgrounds to simulate summit settings and
PowerPoint slides with the local county health department and
American Psychiatric Association logos. The professor and
teaching assistants graded presentations on content, clarity,
organization, visuals, delivery, and Q&A. While this course
was fortunate to have a teaching team, this activity could also be
utilized by an individual instructor assuming the central fa-
cilitator role during the summit.

Method

Participants

Participants were N = 50 students enrolled in an upper-level
developmental psychopathology course. The sample consisted

of predominantly White (n = 28; 56%), women (n = 41; 82%),
upper level (junior or senior class status; n = 46; 92%), and
psychology or human development majors (n = 30; 60%), from
a private university in the northeastern United States. Other
significantly representedmajors included biology (n = 10; 20%)
and computer science (n = 5; 10%).

Procedure

Students signed up for the mental health summit and working
group of their choice. A pre-summit learning questionnaire
was administered online to students approximately 1 week
before the corresponding summit. A post-summit question-
naire was administered online immediately following the
summit. The study was approved by the Institutional Review
Board at Cornell University, Protocol # 2010009884.

Measures

Perceived Confidence and Understanding. We developed a 7-
item measure of students’ self-reported confidence in their
skills related to the mental health summits (i.e., organize
research material, form and support an opinion on the basis of
research, and present prepared material) and in their self-
reported understanding of the real-world application and
implications of developmental psychopathology material (see
Table 1 for complete item wording). Items corresponded with
the foundational learning goals for undergraduate psychology
majors of scientific inquiry and critical thinking, communi-
cation, and professional development as outlined by the APA
(2013). Students rated these seven items on a Likert scale from
1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

Student Perceptions of Mental Health Summit

During the post-summit survey, students also reported on six
statements intended to capture how much students enjoyed
and desired applied assignments, and, in light of COVID, if
they preferred applied assignments like the summit to exams
or essays during the virtual semester (see Table 2 for complete
item wording). Students rated these six items on a Likert scale
from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

Results

Perceived Confidence and Understanding

Prior to the mental health summits, students generally indi-
cated a favorable rating of their confidence in applied skills
and understanding of the real-world applications of devel-
opmental psychopathology. Post-summit survey results sug-
gest that students generally maintained these favorable
perceptions of their skills and understanding. For students in
the health department summit, there was a statistically sig-
nificant difference between pre- (M = 5.70, SD = 0.85) and
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post-summit (M = 6.14, SD = 0.74) ratings of confidence in
organizing a large amount of research material as determined
by a one-way ANOVA F (1, 33) = 4.69, p = .0344, d = 0.55,
indicating a medium effect of the summit (Cohen, 1988).
Results did not indicate significant differences in pre- and
post-summit ratings for any other items across either the health
department or DSM-6 summit.

Student Perceptions of Mental Health Summit

Students reported generally favorable perceptions of the
mental health summit assignment for both the health de-
partment and DSM-6 summits (see Table 2). Notably, 100% of
students reported that they agreed with the statement that they
valued assignments that have real-world application compo-
nents to them (M = 6.50, SD = 0.61). A majority of students

reported wanting more assignments with real-world applica-
tion components in their psychology courses (M = 6.06, SD =
0.91). Further, 96% of students reported that they agreed that
the mental health summit represented the real-world appli-
cation components that they wanted in assignments (M = 6.08,
SD = 0.76). Finally, items assessing how students viewed class
assignments in the context of how COVID has affected classes
indicated that students generally favored assignments like the
mental health summit as compared to both a multiple-choice
exam (M = 5.94, SD = 1.17) and an essay on the same material
(M = 6.04, SD = 1.14).

Student Feedback

As noted above, students overwhelmingly indicated that they
would like more applied components in their psychology

Table 1. Pre- and Post-Summit Rating of Perceived Confidence and Understanding in Applied Course Skills

Item

Health Department Summit DSM-6 Summit

Pre Mean (SD) Post Mean (SD) F (1, 33) Pre Mean (SD) Post Mean (SD) F (1, 17)

I am confident in my ability to organize a large amount
of research material

5.70 (0.85) 6.14 (0.74) 4.69* 5.88 (0.78) 5.86 (0.91) 0.01

I am confident in my ability to form and support an
opinion on the basis of research

6.12 (0.60) 6.24 (0.79) 0.46 5.88 (0.70) 6.05 (0.74) 0.49

I am confident in my ability to present prepared
material in public

5.76 (1.15) 5.89 (0.96) 0.25 5.59 (1.12) 5.48 (1.21) 0.09

I am confident in my ability to field questions while
presenting

5.09 (0.95) 5.41 (1.05) 1.62 5.00 (0.94) 5.00 (1.14) 0.00

I understand the real world application of
developmental psychopathology

6.36 (0.55) 6.38 (0.56) 0.01 6.59 (0.51) 6.33 (0.73) 1.49

I understand how knowledge of developmental
psychopathology may contribute to policy
implications

6.21 (0.74) 6.41 (0.57) 1.42 6.59 (0.51) 6.43 (0.68) 0.65

I understand how the content I learn in this course
may be applied in jobs I will have after graduation

6.24 (0.83) 6.31 (0.66) 0.13 6.24 (1.09) 6.05 (1.00) 0.29

Note. N = 33 students for the Health Department Summit; N = 17 students for the DSM-Summit. *p < .05.

Table 2. Student Ratings of Real World Application Assignments

Item Mean (SD)

Percentage of
Responses

at 5 or More

I value assignments that have a real world application component to them 6.50 (0.61) 100%
I want more assignments with real world application components in my HD or PSYCH courses 6.06 (0.91) 94%
I think that the mental health assignment had real world application parameters that I value or want in
applied assignments

6.08 (0.76) 96%

The mental health summit was an enjoyable way to learn about the material 5.68 (0.96) 90%
COVID has changed the way class assignments are conducted this semester.With that in mind, would you
describe your experience of this assignment as preferable compared to a multiple choice exam on the
same material?

5.94 (1.17) 84%

COVID has changed the way class assignments are conducted this semester.With that in mind, would you
describe your experience of this assignment as preferable compared to an essay on the same material?

6.04 (1.14) 86%

Note. N = 50 students across summits.
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courses, and they rated the mental health summits extremely
positively. These high rates of student enjoyment are notable
since a significant challenge of virtual courses is the experi-
ence of group work (Garratt-Reed et al., 2016). One reason
students may have preferred the mental health summit to
exams or papers is that this activity offered distinct oppor-
tunities for engagement with peers and immersion in the
material during a time other courses lacked synchronous in-
teraction (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020).

Discussion

The mental health summits were designed to expose students to
a range of professional skills and roles in real-world settings,
as well as target the professional development goal as de-
scribed the APA (2013). Many students in the course infor-
mally expressed interest in pursuing medical or mental health
careers but may not have considered that their psychology
education could be applied to a diversity of futures roles, such
as within public health or the juvenile justice system, as
highlighted by this activity. Further, these summits engaged
students in teamwork, project management synthesizing re-
search, and public speaking, which are skills commonly needed
for success in real-world jobs.

The original intention of students’ pre- and post-
assessment of their skills was to evaluate the efficacy of the
activity. Instructors may want to consider continuing to in-
clude such self-assessment with the summit in future im-
plementations. Self-efficacy and self-regulation are core
components of the professional development goals for
psychology majors (APA, 2013). Further, the APA (2013)
considers it an advanced indicator of self-efficacy and self-
regulation if students are capable of self-assessing how they
meet external standards, like assignment rubrics, and their
own performance. By asking self-assessment questions as part
of the summit, students had an opportunity to practice re-
flecting on how their skills and confidence may align with
assignment expectations. Another possibility that future it-
erations of summits could consider is adding a prompt to the
post-summit reflection asking students to reflect on the skills
needed and/or used in this activity. Asking students to for-
mally reflect on the skills they used may make them more
aware of what they have learned (e.g., Mok et al., 2006), as
well as highlight for instructors any skills in which students
are not perceiving growth.

Adapting the Summit Activity

We presented versions of the summit activity in the context of
a clinically oriented psychology course, but the general
premise of the summit can be widely adapted to other kinds of
psychology courses and topics. For non-clinical courses, we
recommend instructors consider summit premises that are
broadly applicable. Some possibilities include (1) an orga-
nization receives a large grant and invites working groups to

present on a topic of interest in order to receive funding al-
location (e.g., human subject researchers, artificial intelligence
researchers, and animal subject researchers could compete for
funding from a school board who received a grant to improve
learning environments in a cognition course), (2) a business
wants to improve a human factor of interest and invites working
groups of experts to present training (e.g., personality re-
searchers, creativity researchers, and management researchers
could debate how to improve employee performance in an
organizational behavior course), and (3) a consulting firm tasked
with educating lawyers on jury issues (e.g., memory biases,
social conformity, prejudice, and stereotyping in a psychology
and law class). Likewise, the health department and DSM
premises of these summits can be easily adapted to address other
clinically oriented questions. For example, a clinical psychology
course might adapt the health department premise to debate in-
person versus telemental health for different disorders. Of
course, these suggestions represent only a potential subset of
practical applications of the summit activity. Any premise that
encourages students to apply course material creatively and
critically to a real-world situation would fit this format.

The mental health summit activity presented above was
implemented in an online course as an alternate assessment
method for a virtual classroom. While the summit activity
successfully promoted synchronous engagement, group work,
and virtual classroom immersion through factors like custom
Zoom backgrounds and slides, we believe that the summit
activity would also easily translate to an in-person course. An
in-person iteration of this activity may, in fact, create more
opportunities for immersion in the activity as students could
be encouraged to dress in character of the summit setting,
appropriate props can be incorporated into a physical class-
room, and final voting procedures may feel more collegial as
students can more easily view and discuss how others in their
working group are voting in an in-person format.

A notable limitation of the present student perception data
is that the course in which these mental health summits were
implemented was an upper-level, clinical course. It is possible
that underclassmen may not yet have the content knowledge
needed to critically engage in higher level summits. Future
iterations of the summit activity should consider how this may
affect implementation. Lower-level courses, for example, may
require more involvement from the instructors in the prepa-
ration phase. Further, these data were self-reported and capture
perceptions of skills and understanding in the scope of a
semester. More research is needed to understand if summits
can facilitate long-term benefits for real-world skills and if
students broaden the horizons of their job interests due to
exposure of diverse professional roles during the summits.

Conclusion

The mental health summit is a novel activity for incorporating
professional development and real-world application into
psychology coursework while also providing students with
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engaging virtual group work. Pilot data of student self-
perceptions did not demonstrate significant changes in con-
fidence in skills or understanding as a result of the summit
activity, but did indicate that students strongly favored applied
activities like the mental health summit and wanted more
applied components in their psychology courses. Future it-
erations and adaptations of the summit activity should explore
additional ways that this activity can help students more
readily realize how their psychology coursework is contrib-
uting to their professional development.
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