
The Cognitive Neuroscience of Stories 

 

Instructor: 

Buddhika Bellana, PhD 

Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Department of Psychological & Brain Sciences 

bbellana@jhu.edu 

 

When: Johns Hopkins University 2020 Intersession (5 sessions, 3 hours each) 

 

Specific dates are as follows: (1) Monday, January 13th 2020, (2) Wednesday, January 

15th 2020, (3) Friday, January 17th 2020, (4) Wednesday, January 22nd 2020, (5) Friday, 

January 24th 2020 

 

Times: 1:00pm – 4:00pm 

 

Instructor office hours: Due to the condensed nature of this course, instead of weekly 

office hours, I will be available to chat, in-person, for 30 minutes after each lecture.  

 

Where: Ames Hall, Room 217 

Course code: AS.200.135(22) 

Credits: 1.0 

 

Intended audience: 

This class is an introductory course and designed to be a primer for students, in psychology or 

non-psychology majors, who are interested in learning about the cognitive neuroscience of 

stories. Some familiarity with psychology and human brain anatomy would be ideal, but not 

necessary.  

 

Course description: 

Whether it be in the form of television or movies, podcasts or books, the anecdotes we share in 

conversation or how we make sense of our own lives, we are surrounded by stories. Could the 

integral role that stories play in human culture provide insight into fundamental properties of the 

human brain? Through a combination of lectures, readings and in-class discussions, we will 

explore how stories are used to study the human brain and mind. 

 

Course goal:  

For students to learn how stories can be used as a tool to gain insight into the organization of the 

human mind and brain. 

 

Learning objectives: 

By the end of this course, you will be able to: 

(1) Compare and contrast features that can distinguish a story from other forms of 

communication 

(2) Provide concrete examples of published research in the domains of psychology and 

cognitive neuroscience that use/examine stories 
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(3) Describe the benefits, and short-comings, of using stories to probe questions in the 

fields of psychology and cognitive neuroscience 

(4) Summarize and analyze peer-reviewed scientific reports 

 

Blackboard & Lectures: Log in to Blackboard (https://blackboard.jhu.edu) to view the course 

webpage. A pdf of lecture slides will be posted under Blackboard > Lecture Slides after each 

lecture. Readings and additional resources will be posted here as well.  

 

Email: I will do my best to answer your questions quickly and promptly. However, if the 

question requires a response greater than 1-2 sentences, please discuss it during or after class. If 

you have extremely urgent questions about assignments, or questions related illness or 

emergency, please email me at: bbellana@jhu.edu.  

 

 

The Specifics: 

 

1) Course Expectations:  

This course was designed to be an interactive discussion of big ideas related to stories and the 

human mind. To this end, students will get the most out of this course if they do the readings, 

complete the assigned reflections, and attend and actively participate in class. I, the 

instructor, will expect you, the student, to meet these requirements.   

 

Similarly, students can expect me to begin and end class on time, and to reply to emails 

within 24 hours on weekdays and 48 hours on weekends. I will strive to create a class 

environment where students work together to learn the material and where students feel 

welcome to ask questions and raise concerns. 

 

2) Required Readings: 

Please note that there is no required textbook for this course. Short articles and excerpts from 

textbooks will be placed online for students to access. Students can expect 10-20 pages of 

reading for each class which will be posted online a minimum of 48 hours in advance.  

 

3) Grading/Evaluation:  

This course is pass/fail. To pass this course, students will be required to do of the following: 

▪ Attend all 5 classes, and communicate with the instructor in advance if there are any 

extenuating circumstances that will cause an absence.  

▪ Complete and submit all assignments by their respective deadlines. 

▪ Contribute to class discussions. 

▪ Cultivate a respectful attitude during class discussions by actively listening to peers. 

▪ Score at least 70% on your final grade 

 

The grading breakdown is as follows:   

 

Assignment Grade share Due date 

Attendance and participation 40% In-class 

Short reflections 30% Beginning of every class 
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Final reflection 30% 11:59pm on Friday January 

24th, 2019 (date of last class) 

** Note: Students must receive at least 70% on their final grade to pass this course.  

 

Attendance and participation (40%): Class attendance is essential as this is a short course 

and it is expected that students actively engage in discussions and small group work. In 

addition to the lecture component of each class, I will also incorporate in-class activities for 

students to participate in. An activity, for example, could be: watch a short film and 

participate in a related demo experiment. Each class will have (at least) one in-class activity, 

and students will be required to hand-in a written response as concrete evidence of 

participation. Each written response will be worth 8% of the final grade, and across all 5-

classes, the participation component will add-up to a total of 40%.   

 

If a student misses a class (without a written documentation of a medical emergency from a 

physician), the student will receive a 0 grade for the missed assignment. Due to the short 

nature of this course, late assignments will not be accepted, except in the case of documented 

medical or family emergencies. 

 

In cases where students notify the instructor in advance of any extenuating circumstances 

that will cause an absence, an alternative assignment can be assigned in lieu of that class’ in-

class participation assignment. The assignment will be related to the missed lecture. It is the 

student’s responsibility to contact the instructor to initiate this process as soon as possible.    

 

Short reflections (30%): At the beginning of class, students will be required to turn in a 

short reflection paper (~250 words). Reflections will be based on a few open-ended questions 

on the topic of the assigned reading, with the purpose of engaging students with the themes 

and ideas that will be discussed during the upcoming class. The specific questions for each 

reflection will be posted online within an hour after the end of each class.  

 

▪ How will the short reflections be graded?  

▪ There are 4 short reflections in total, one for each class except the first class 

▪ Each reflection will be worth 7.5% of your total grade 

▪ Reflections will be graded based on the following criteria:  

i. Did the student engage with the question thoughtfully? 

ii. Did the student cite the assigned readings? 

iii. Did the student demonstrate an understanding of the readings? 

iv. Did the student generate creative/novel ideas? 

  

Final reflection (30%): Students will be required to write a brief essay (800-1000 words) on 

one of the two following topics:  

1) A hypothetical experiment: Is there an aspect of story-related cognitive neuroscience that 

you want to know more about? What is it and what could it tell us about the human 

mind? If you were to run your own experiment to answer this question, what would it 

look like? 

2) Overrated vs. underrated: Are stories a useful tool in the field of cognitive neuroscience? 

Why or why not? Pick a side and make a compelling argument for it.    



 

The purpose of this assignment is to provide an opportunity for you to integrate content 

across multiple lectures, and use your accumulated knowledge to write a reflection about an 

aspect of the cognitive neuroscience of stories that personally interests you.  

▪ DUE: The final reflection will be due at 11:59pm on Friday January 25th, 2019 (date 

of our last class).  

▪ Remember: Our typical short reflection will still be in effect for our last class, so 

please make sure to hand it in at the beginning of our last class, on Friday January 

24th, 2019.  

 

▪ How will the final reflection be graded? 

▪ The final reflections will be graded based on the following criteria:  

i. Did the student define a specific question that they wanted to test, or 

specific arguments for or against stories? 

ii. Did the student cite at least 3 of the assigned readings?  

iii. Did the student draw content from more than one lecture?  

iv. Did the student come up with creative/novel ideas? 

 

4) Statement of Academic Integrity:  

Academic misconduct is any intentional or unintentional act that provides an unfair or 

improper advantage beyond a student’s own work, intellect, or effort, including but not 

limited to cheating, fabrication, plagiarism, or helping others engage in misconduct. This 

includes the misuse of electronic media, text, print, images, speeches, and ideas. Any act that 

violates the spirit of authorship or gives undue advantage is a violation. (Johns Hopkins 

University Code of Conduct, 2007) Students who commit a violation will be reported and 

reprimanded according to the Code of Conduct. For more information, go to 

http://ecatalog.jhu.edu/undergrad-students/student-life-policies/ -

Undergraduate_Student_Conduct_Code 

 

5) Accommodation for students with a disability: 

If you are a student with a documented disability who requires an academic adjustment, 

auxiliary aid or other similar accommodations, please inform the instructor and contact the 

Office of Student Affairs at 410-955-3416. 

 

6) Diversity and Inclusion: 

Johns Hopkins is a community committed to sharing values of diversity and inclusion in 

order to achieve and sustain excellence. We firmly believe that we can best promote 

excellence by recruiting and retaining a diverse group of students, faculty and staff and by 

creating a climate of respect that is supportive of their success. This climate for diversity, 

inclusion and excellence is critical to attaining the best research, scholarship, teaching, health 

care and other strategic goals of the Health System and the University. Taken together these 

values are recognized and supported fully by the Johns Hopkins Institutions leadership at all 

levels. Further, we recognize that the responsibility for excellence, diversity and inclusion 

lies with all of us at the Institutions: leadership, administration, faculty, staff and students 

 

 



 

Course Schedule: 

 

Date Lecture Topics Readings 

 

Learning Objectives 

 

Monday, 

January 13th 

2019 

What can stories tell us about 

the mind and brain? 

 

& 

 

A primer on cognitive 

neuroscience 

Required:  

Ryan et al. (2007):  

Towards a definition 

of narrative 

 

 

 

1. Provide at least three 

reasons why stories 

can teach us about 

the human mind 

2. Identify gross 

anatomical 

landmarks of the 

human brain 

3. Provide an example 

of the brain’s 

“hierarchical” 

organization 

 

Wednesday, 

January 15th 

2019 

Stories as a window into 

human memory 

 

 

Required:  

Bower & Clark 

(1969): Narrative 

stories as mediators 

for serial learning 

 

 

1. Define “depth of 

processing” 

2. Describe what is 

meant by: “memory 

is a constructive 

process” 

3. Describe one 

concrete example of 

how stories can 

reveal properties of 

the human memory 

system 

 

Friday, 

January 17th 

2019 

Stories, synchrony and the 

brain’s temporal hierarchy 

 

Required:  

Hasson et al. (2008): 

Neurocinematics 

 

1. Describe what is 

meant by “the 

tyranny of film” 

2. Elaborate on the 

idea that “stories 

synchronize minds” 

3. Define “temporal 

hierarchy” in the 

context of brain 

organization 

  



Monday, 

January 20th 

2019 

 

 

 

 

 

NO CLASS 

 

 

 

 

 

NO CLASS 

 

 

 

 

 

NO CLASS 

Wednesday, 

January 22nd 

2019 

 

 

 

 

Comprehension and 

communication of stories 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Required:  

Uri Hasson’s talk 

(Part 1, Part 2) 

 

Optional: 

Bower & Morrow 

(1990): Mental 

models in narrative 

comprehension 

 

1. Explain why you 

might see across-

subject neural 

synchrony in visual 

cortex during 

movie-viewing 

2. Same as above, but 

now for higher-order 

brain regions 

3. Explain what it 

means to be a “good 

storyteller” based on 

neural synchrony 

 

Friday, 

January 24th 

2019 

 

 

 

How stories change us 

 

***Final reflections are due by 

11:59pm*** 

 

 

 

Required:  

Mar (2018): Stories 

and the promotion of 

social cognition  

 

Optional:  

Smith et al. (2017): 

Cooperation and the 

evolution of hunter-

gatherer storytelling 

 

 

1. Describe what is 

meant by “narrative 

transportation” 

2. Describe one 

example of how 

stories are being 

used as an 

intervention 

3. Summarize the 

proposed 

relationship between 

“theory of mind” 

and reading fiction 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/pEfBuZT5MBU
https://youtu.be/CTsStZqxPwY
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