Naturalistic Person Perception
Psychology 4XXX — Fall 2026
Time: Mondays 2:10-4pm; Location: XXX Uris Hall

Instructor: Prof. Jon Freeman
Office: Uris 817
Email: jon.freeman@columbia.edu

Office Hours: TBD

Prerequisites: For undergraduates, course equivalents of at least two of the following courses: PSYC
1001, PSYC 2210, PSYC 2630, PSYC 2435, and/or the instructor's permission.

Course Overview: This course examines the psychological mechanisms that support naturalistic person
perception—how people extract meaning from faces, voices, bodies, speech, and behavior to infer any
number of characteristics about others, including their personality traits, emotions, mental states, or social
group memberships. We will examine not only how these processes are driven by complex social cues but
also how these processes are shaped by higher-order cognition—such as stereotypes, motivations, cultural
learning, and social context. Moving beyond traditional laboratory tasks, the course will routinely engage
with emerging approaches that study person perception in more naturalistic and high-dimensional ways.
We will consider how perceptions and inferences about other people unfold over time during ongoing
encounters and conversations, how perceivers integrate diverse cues into multidimensional
representations of other people, and how these representations are studied using modern tools such as
computational modeling, natural language processing, and deep learning models. Across the semester,
we will span multiple levels of analysis—from perceptual and neural mechanisms to interpersonal
outcomes—considering how person perception shapes phenomena such as interpersonal relationships,
social decision-making, stereotyping and bias, and the formation of lasting impressions.

Course Learning Goals and Outcomes:

o Become an expert in what’s already known about person perception
o Hone critical thinking skills to develop new, unanswered questions about person perception
e Gain expertise in how scientists secure their livelihood: real-world scientific grant writing

To accomplish these goals, the class is structured like a journal club, and we will be reading cutting-edge
scientific publications on person perception. For the final project, each student will write their own grant
proposal and present their grant proposal idea to the class. The aim of this assignment is to prepare
students for the real-world challenge of being an original thinker and clear, organized communicator—skills
that are necessary not only for pursuing a scientific career, but success in virtually every profession.

Assignments and Grading

Readings and Participation (15%)

The goal of this sort of course is to have lively and interesting discussion with potentially divergent
perspectives, including a critical engagement with the material. It's therefore important that everyone is up
to speed on the readings and actively participating in class discussion.

Weekly Reaction Papers (25%)

Given how important discussion is in this seminar, it's helpful to organize your thoughts on the readings
prior to class discussion, including critiques of the work. These critiques are similar to what you will do
when you eventually review manuscripts for journals. Weekly reaction papers will be due 8pm the day
before class and will be posted on Canvas in a forum that your classmates can view as well, including the
discussion leader. These will aid in their discussion leading, and so it is important that they be submitted
in a timely fashion. These reaction papers should be succinct, no more than 500-700 words. You have
flexibility in what to cover in your reaction papers, but they should generally identify the central question of



the research, describe the main findings, and provide your response/critique. What aspects of the work
were compelling or not? Were some claims unwarranted or surprising? How does this work fit in with other
work discussed in the course, or how is it inconsistent? They should end with at least one question that
plants a seed for conversation in class discussion. Reaction papers are each worth 3 points (1 point for
turning it in on time; good papers will get 2 points total and excellent papers will get 3 points total). Students
will be provided a grading rubric as a guide for what counts as a good vs. excellent reaction paper.

Discussion Leading (20%)

You will be the discussion leader for one class day. These discussions should unpack the assigned
readings and relate them to relevant material from the class. They should integrate your classmates’
reaction papers and discussion questions due the day before class. You should expect to briefly present
the main findings of the work we read for class, incorporate the discussion questions provided before class
from your classmates, and help structure and jumpstart discussion.

Grant Proposal & Presentation (30% proposal, 10% presentation)

You will write a final research proposal on a topic broadly related to the work covered in class, describing
one or a set of studies you will hopefully pursue in your own research program. If you're a graduate student,
either in graduate school or certainly after (e.g., post-doc or faculty position), you need to be obtaining
funds for fellowships or grants. This involves convincing other people that you have a study or set of studies
that’'s worthwhile and merits their funding. The goal here is for you to use your final research proposal in a
way that can advance your own career. If you’re an undergraduate, this is excellent preparation for If you're
an undergraduate, this is excellent preparation for graduate school applications, honors theses, competitive
fellowships (e.g., NSF GRFP, Fulbright), and independent research projects. Proposals should be in NIH
NRSA format (6 pages single-spaced). More details on this format will be provided. In addition, you will
give a 15 min. presentation describing your research proposal in one of the two final classes.

Grading: Grading is as follows: A = 94-100; A- = 90-93; B+ = 87-89.9; B: 83-86.9; B-: 80-82.9; C+:77-79.9;
C: 73-76.9; C-: 70-72.9; D: 60-69.9, E: 0-59.9. Grades will be rounded up.

Workload: Seminar meets 2 hours per week, and readings, presentations, and writing assignments are
expected to take an additional 10 hours of work time per week, on average.

Role in the Psychology Curriculum: This course is designed to give graduate students and advanced
undergraduate students in the Psychology Department a deeper understanding of current and emerging
topics in the field of person perception.

For graduate students, this course counts as one of the required seminars. For undergraduates pursuing
the Psychology major or concentration or the Psychology postbaccalaureate certificate program, the course
meets the Group Ill (Social, Personality, & Abnormal) distribution requirements. For Psychology majors
and Psychology Postbac students, it fulfills the seminar requirement.

Accommodations: Students with special needs who may require accommodations should make an
appointment to see me as soon as possible, at least by the end of the second week of class. If you have
not already done so, stop by the Office of Disability Services (ODS) on the 7th floor of Lerner Hall to register
for support services. ODS often requires two weeks to process an application, so please contact them as
soon as you can, preferably before the course begins.



Class Schedule

Date Class Number Topic
1 Mechanisms of Person Perception
2 Accuracy and Error
3 Trait Impressions
4 Reading Emotions
5 Inferring Mental States
6 Social Groups and Status
7 Social Vision
8 Conversations
9 The Body
10 Social Attention and Gaze
11 Attractiveness
12 People Perception
13 Grant Pitches
14 Grant Pitches

Readings in blue are optional.
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