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Neurochemistry of Love and Sex 
Psych 370 

Instructor:  Sarah Meerts 
Olin 137 
X5936 
smeerts@carleton.edu 
Office hours: M, Th 10-11 and by appointment 

Class Meetings: M, W 1:50-3:35 
Location: Olin 103 

Course description: 
Love is a central human experience, part of our relationships with parents, siblings, 
beloved pets, and others. Romantic love can be one of the most profound, exhilarating, 
all-consuming emotions - from the first moment a special someone catches your eye to 
falling passionately in love to settling into a companionate relationship. In this class we 
will explore the neurochemical basis for love including the hormones, brain regions, and 
neurotransmitters that work in concert to produce romantic love. Because sexual desire 
and interaction are inextricably linked to romantic love we will concurrently explore the 
neurochemistry of sex. Generally, romantic relationships progress from attraction to 
attachment, relying on brain systems for reward and motivation along the way. We will 
examine research from both human and animal models to explore the current 
understanding of love and sex.  

Course goals: 
1. Expand your understanding of neurochemical factors that guide love and sex

and link your new knowledge with ideas and skills from previous courses. 
2. Develop a sophisticated ability to analyze and evaluate primary and secondary

literature. 
3. Effectively express your thoughts on the topic in written and spoken form.
4. Reinforce your ability to learn independently

A note about writing: Most scientific dialogue occurs through written articles; therefore 
you will learn how to articulate your ideas about the material we will read. Learning to be 
a strong writer is critical to clearly sharing your ideas – you will get lots of practice in this 
class!  

Requirements 

10% Short papers 
Short papers are meant to thoughtfully demonstrate your understanding of the material 
to me even if you aren’t able to offer your ideas during the class discussion. Short 
papers should be organized (think introduction, body, and conclusion) but do not require 
citations. Consider the short papers a chance for you to practice writing clear, concise 
arguments in preparation for the critical analysis paper and – eventually – comps!  

NOT A CURRENT SYLLABUS – use this Fall 2015 syllabus to get an idea about content of course for
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Response papers: A response paper is a brief analysis of one specific idea stemming 
from the assigned reading for a given day. The most successful response papers pose 
a query or issue that focuses on a specific aspect of the reading and makes a targeted 
argument about that topic. Alternatively, a response paper can join together information 
from several readings to make a specific point. 
 
Reflection papers: A reflection paper provides a commentary on the class discussion of 
the assigned reading for a given day. Consider a reflection paper an opportunity to add 
your analysis to comments made in class – keep in mind that you are expanding the 
class discussion, not regurgitating, so you should go beyond the arguments made in 
class. Also, the reflection paper may offer you a chance to share ideas with me that you 
weren’t able to in class, either because you are shy or the direction of the discussion 
didn’t address your ideas.   
 
A short paper is not a summary of the reading or a chance to autobiographically relate 
the readings to your life, rather it’s a chance to critically analyze, explore and/or extend 
the reading. You may relate the reading to previous topics, but the primary focus should 
be on the readings for the given day. Some ideas for structuring short papers include an 
analysis of the quality of the data or experimental design, a counter argument to the 
conclusion of the paper or a different interpretation of the data or how the findings relate 
to larger societal issues. You may include a discussion of interesting questions that the 
readings raise for you, but it should go beyond simply presenting your opinion about the 
articles. Short papers are not a comprehensive review of the readings; a single point will 
often be sufficient for an insightful and focused discussion. You may find that your 
response papers provide a good starting point for your longer paper. Be prepared to 
share your ideas in class.  
 
Logistics – you must turn in a short paper at the start of each Monday class beginning 
with week 2, Sept 21. Exceptions – no paper due the week you lead discussion and on 
week 6 the paper is due Wed (not Mon). You will complete 6 total short papers. Papers 
should be no longer than 2 double-spaced pages or 800-1000 words. A solid response 
paper will receive a 4.5 out of 5 indicating a developed analysis, keen writing, clearly 
stated main idea, and strong support. 
Be sure to identify whether the paper is a response (to the readings for the current 
week) or a reflection (on the previous week’s readings and discussion).  
 
20% Participation A seminar depends on commitment and enthusiastic participation 
from everyone to be intellectually stimulating and rewarding. So come to class having 
carefully read the articles, be prepared to share your ideas, questions, and connections, 
and to listen to the comments of your peers. The best discussions involve free 
exchange between members of the class – not a series of responses to questions 
posed by the discussion leader. I encourage you to treat class meetings as though we 
were all gathered at the Cow, having a lively debate. Bringing your warm body to class, 
listening attentively and offering an occasional idea will earn you a 75% on participation. 
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Actively offering ideas, constructively questioning the ideas of the articles and others, 
and considering the implications of the readings is necessary to earn a higher 
participation grade. In addition, student discussants will pose a question or issue on 
Moodle to which you must post a 2-3 sentence response.  

20% Leading discussion, presenting articles In addition to participating in 
discussion, each of you will have the responsibility for leading one class discussion 
during the term, either on your own or in a pair depending on topic interests and 
availability. This entails closely reading the assigned articles, possibly reading additional 
articles, preparing questions to stimulate critical thinking, and leading the class 
discussion. In addition, you must post a query or discussion issue based on the 
readings to the Moodle page at least 2 days before your discussion (other students will 
respond). Be creative in how you structure class discussion: choose question and 
answer periods, small group activities, short writing exercises, or any combination of 
these or your own ideas. At least one day before class, you must meet with me so that 
we can discuss your plan (i.e., your goals for the class, ideas you’d like to focus on and 
how you plan to structure the class period). Feel free to incorporate the responses to 
your Moodle question into the class discussion.  

20% Pop Psych video critique 
We frequently learn about science through articles and books designed for the lay 
audience, but how accurately is the science in these writings portrayed and how strong 
is the evidence that shapes the argument? For this assignment, you will choose a 
chapter or several articles from popular science books or mainstream media, like the 
NY Times, The New Yorker or NPR, and evaluate the scientific claim and evidence 
backing that claim. This assignment will be done in pairs and you will submit a 5-8 
minute video analysis (and script) of your popular science text. Some books that may 
provide good fodder for this assignment include Bonk by Mary Roach, Sex at Dawn: 
The Prehistoric Origins of Modern Sexuality by Christopher Ryan and Cacilda Jetha. 
Please check with me on your selected text before proceeding.  

30% Critical Analysis paper  
For this assignment I will provide you with a list of questions to choose from to explore 
in more depth. In this paper, you will make an argument about your topic and use 
scientific evidence to support your ideas. The best papers clearly identify a strong, 
defensible thesis, consider multiple sides of the issue, use empirical support (including 
an analysis of the quality of the evidence) and end by drawing together the rationale you 
presented in the paper to make a strong conclusion. Think about it as though you were 
a lawyer, presenting your point of view and refuting the points made by the opposition, 
and your conclusion is your closing argument that ties everything together to convince 
your audience to buy your thesis.  

Academic Honesty 
All work that you submit should be your own, original work. Any acts of plagiarism will 
be swiftly referred to the academic standing committee, and can result in expulsion from 
Carleton. If you have any question about whether your writing is plagiarism come see 
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me! You must acknowledge any ideas that are not your own in your writing – yes, I 
mean every sentence. When in doubt, go the citation route!  
 
Attendance and Extension Policy  
A seminar requires participation, and if you are absent you cannot participate. Thus, if 
you miss more than three classes for any reason, including illness, you will fail the 
course. Likewise, being late to class is disruptive and inconsiderate and will affect your 
participation grade. Please plan to be on time to class.  
 
Late assignments will not be accepted. If you foresee a conflict with a due date as a 
result of a religious observance, athletic event, another academic conflict or similar 
activity, please plan to submit the work early. If you have a family emergency or illness, 
please contact your class dean and ask him or her to contact me to approve an 
extension.  
 
Academic Support Center 
The Academic Support Center provides many excellent resources to students, whether 
you are aiming for an A or struggling with the course. Check them out and take 
advantage of what they offer!  
 
Respectful Classroom Atmosphere  
By the nature of the main focus of this course, we will be discussing sensitive topics, 
and looking at figures or images involving sexual behavior. I expect you to treat all 
members of class and their comments respectfully, both in class and beyond the walls 
of our classroom. We will all benefit and have more fruitful discussions if we respect, 
even respectfully disagree, with all viewpoints brought up in class. Please turn off your 
cell phone, even vibrating cell phones are distracting, and keep your laptops in your 
bag.  
 
Academic Accommodations  
I encourage students with disabilities, including 'invisible' disabilities like chronic 
diseases, learning disabilities, and psychiatric disabilities to discuss with me after class 
or in office hours appropriate accommodations that might be helpful. Please discuss 
with me any accommodation you may need within the first two weeks of the start of the 
term.  
 
Readings 
We will mostly be reading journal articles that I will make available on Moodle. The 
schedule for readings will be available on Moodle.  
  



 5 

How to effectively lead discussion (a.k.a. rubric) 
 
Preparation:  
Leader thoroughly read the articles in preparation for our pre-class meeting and did 
additional reading if necessary to understand the topic. Leader came to pre-class 
meeting with a clear plan for leading class. The leader shared a written copy of the plan 
and discussion questions with me to get feedback on it. The plan included estimates of 
time allotments for each section of the class, a variety of discussion questions, and an 
activity for the class to do.  
 
Leading discussion: 
Leader clearly understands the readings and has developed a variety of question types 
to invite the group to examine the readings and the conclusions of the readings.  
 
Leader asks clear, concise questions that probe application and understanding of the 
reading. Questions stimulate thought and critical discussion of the topic. (Not – so what 
did you think of x article?). Leader is willing to engage with students to ask for 
clarification of ideas or to follow up initial question with one that takes the discussion 
farther.  
 
Leader presents additional information if necessary to clarify questions that arise.  
 
Leader maintains a friendly atmosphere, inspires other students to express their ideas, 
responds to input from other students, and asks follow-up questions.  
 
Leader uses adequate wait time to encourage other students to respond and does not 
answer the question him/herself.  
 
Activity that the leader organizes enhances understanding of the topic or stimulates 
vibrant discussion of the readings/topic.  
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