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INTRODUCTION: APPROACHING YOUR PSYCHOLOGY
101 FINAL WITH CONFIDENCE

As  the  semester  draws  to  a  close,  the  prospect  of  a
comprehensive  final  exam  can  feel  overwhelming.  Psychology
101,  often  the  first  formal  introduction  to  the  scientific  study  of
the  mind  and behavior,  covers  a  vast  landscape of  theories,
experiments, and concepts. From the biological underpinnings of
neurons to the complex dynamics of social influence, the material
is  diverse  and  interconnected.  However,  with  a  strategic
approach,  you  can  transform  what  feels  like  a  mountain  of
information  into  manageable,  understandable  building  blocks.
This  Psychology  101  final  exam study  guide  is  designed  to  help
you  consolidate  your  knowledge,  identify  key  themes,  and
approach your test with a clear, calm, and prepared mind. We will
not  just  list  facts;  we  will  explore  how the  major  schools  of
thought  fit  together,  ensuring  you  understand  the  "why"  behind
the "what." Let's begin by structuring your preparation around
the core pillars of the course.

PART ONE: THE FOUNDATIONS OF MODERN
PSYCHOLOGY

Every scientific discipline has a history, and psychology's story is
particularly fascinating because it represents a convergence of
philosophy, physiology, and social science. Knowing where the
field came from helps you understand why certain questions are
asked today.

Key Historical Schools of
Thought
Your  final  exam  will  likely  ask  you  to  differentiate  between  the
major perspectives that have shaped psychology. Be prepared to
discuss the following:

Structuralism: Championed by Wilhelm Wundt and
Edward Titchener, this school aimed to break down
conscious experience into its most basic elements
(sensations, feelings, images) using introspection. Think of
it as trying to understand a cake by analyzing the chemical
structure of each ingredient.
Functionalism: Led by William James, functionalism asked
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not "What is consciousness made of?" but "What is its
purpose?" Influenced by Darwin, it focused on how mental
processes help organisms adapt, survive, and flourish in
their environments.
Behaviorism: John B. Watson and B.F. Skinner argued that
psychology should be the science of observable behavior,
not internal mental states. They focused on stimulus-
response relationships and conditioning, which remains a
powerful tool for understanding learning.
Psychodynamic Theory: Sigmund Freud and his followers
emphasized the role of unconscious drives, early childhood
experiences, and internal conflicts in shaping personality
and behavior. Concepts like the id, ego, and superego are
central here.
Humanistic Psychology: As a reaction to both
behaviorism and psychoanalysis, figures like Abraham
Maslow and Carl Rogers emphasized free will, self-
actualization, and the innate drive for personal growth.
The Cognitive Revolution: In the mid-20th century,
psychology turned back to the mind, studying mental
processes like memory, perception, language, and
problem-solving using rigorous scientific methods. This is
where much of modern experimental psychology resides.

Understanding these perspectives is  not just  a history lesson.
They  represent  the  different  lenses  through  which  any
psychological  phenomenon—from  depression  to  decision-
making—can be viewed. A strong study strategy is to take one
topic,  like  anxiety,  and  briefly  analyze  it  from  each  of  these

perspectives.

Research Methods: How We
Know What We Know
No Psychology 101 final exam study guide is complete without a
firm  grasp  of  research  methodology.  You  need  to  know  how
psychologists gather data and why certain methods are preferred
over  others.  Focus  on  the  distinction  between  descriptive,
correlational, and experimental research.

Descriptive Methods: These include case studies,
naturalistic observation, and surveys. They provide a rich
picture of behavior but cannot determine cause and effect.
A key term here is the hindsight bias ("I knew it all
along"), which makes us overconfident after we know the
outcome of a study.
Correlational Research: This method measures the
relationship between two variables. The correlation
coefficient (ranging from -1.00 to +1.00) tells us the
strength and direction of the relationship. Remember:
Correlation does not imply causation! Ice cream sales
and drowning incidents correlate, but one does not cause
the other; a third variable (heat) is the cause.
Experimental Research: This is the gold standard for
identifying cause and effect. You must be comfortable with
the terminology:

The independent variable (IV) is what the1.
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researcher manipulates.
The dependent variable (DV) is what is measured.2.
The experimental group receives the treatment.3.
The control group does not.4.
Random assignment is crucial for ensuring groups5.
are equivalent at the start.
Confounding variables are threats to internal6.
validity that can ruin an experiment.

Finally, understand the importance of statistical significance. A
result  is  statistically  significant if  the probability  that  it  occurred
by chance alone is very low (typically less than 5%). This helps
scientists determine if their findings are real.

PART TWO: THE BIOLOGICAL BASIS OF BEHAVIOR

To understand the mind, you must first understand the brain. This
section  of  your  final  exam  will  test  your  knowledge  of  the
hardware  on  which  all  psychological  software  runs.

The Neuron and Neural
Communication
Begin  with  the  building  block:  the  neuron.  Know  its  parts:
dendrites (receive messages), cell body (processes information),
axon  (sends  messages),  and  terminal  buttons  (release
neurotransmitters). The key process is the action potential, an
electrical impulse that travels down the axon. This is an "all-or-
none"  response;  a  neuron  either  fires  at  full  strength  or  it  does

not. After firing, there is a brief refractory period before it can
fire again.
Communication between neurons is chemical. When the action
potential reaches the terminal buttons, it triggers the release of
neurotransmitters  into  the  synaptic  gap.  These  chemicals
bind to receptor sites on the receiving neuron. You should know
the major neurotransmitters and their functions:

Acetylcholine (ACh): Muscle action, memory (Alzheimer's
disease is associated with ACh deficiency).
Dopamine: Movement, reward, pleasure (linked to
Parkinson's disease and schizophrenia).
Serotonin: Mood, sleep, appetite (low levels are linked to
depression).
Norepinephrine: Arousal, alertness (fight-or-flight
response).
GABA: Inhibitory neurotransmitter (reduces neural activity;
calming effect, linked to anxiety).
Glutamate: Excitatory neurotransmitter (increases neural
activity; involved in memory).

The Nervous and Endocrine
Systems
The nervous system is divided into the central nervous system
(brain and spinal cord) and the peripheral nervous system (the
rest of the body). The peripheral system splits into the somatic
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nervous  system  (voluntary  movement)  and  the  autonomic
nervous  system  (involuntary  functions  like  heartbeat  and
digestion).  The  autonomic  system  further  divides  into  the
sympathetic  (arousing,  fight-or-flight)  and  parasympathetic
(calming,  rest-and-digest)  branches.
The  endocrine  system  is  the  body's  slower  communication
system, using hormones (like adrenaline and cortisol from the
adrenal  glands)  released into  the bloodstream.  The pituitary
gland, often called the "master gland," controls the release of
hormones from other glands and is itself controlled by the brain's
hypothalamus.

Brain Anatomy and
Function
For  your  Psychology  101  final  exam  study  guide,  focus  on  the
major  brain  regions  and  their  functions:

The Brainstem: The oldest and most central part of the
brain, responsible for basic survival functions like
breathing, heartbeat, and arousal. It includes the medulla
and the pons.
The Thalamus: The brain's sensory switchboard, directing
sensory information (except smell) to the appropriate areas
of the cortex.
The Cerebellum: The "little brain" at the back,
coordinating voluntary movement and balance, and is also

involved in learning motor skills and some cognitive tasks.
The Limbic System: A group of structures crucial for
emotion, memory, and motivation.

Amygdala: Processes fear and aggression.
Hippocampus: Formation of new explicit (long-term)
memories.
Hypothalamus: Regulates body temperature,
hunger, thirst, and sex drive; also directs the
endocrine system.

The Cerebral Cortex: The outer layer of the brain,
responsible for higher-order thinking. It is divided into four
lobes:

Frontal Lobe: Decision-making, planning,
personality, speaking (Broca's area is here).
Parietal Lobe: Sensation of touch, spatial
awareness.
Temporal Lobe: Hearing, understanding language
(Wernicke's area is here), and memory.
Occipital Lobe: Vision.

PART THREE: CONSCIOUSNESS, LEARNING, AND
MEMORY

These three topics  are deeply  interconnected and are almost
guaranteed to appear on your final exam.
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States of Consciousness
Consciousness  is  our  awareness  of  ourselves  and  our
environment.  Key  topics  include:

Sleep and Dreams: Know the stages of sleep (N1, N2, N3,
and REM). REM (Rapid Eye Movement) sleep is where
most vivid dreaming occurs. Understand the sleep cycle,
which repeats roughly every 90 minutes. Be familiar with
major sleep disorders like insomnia, sleep apnea, and
narcolepsy. Theories of why we dream include the
activation-synthesis theory (the brain's random neural
signals are woven into a story) and Freud's wish-
fulfillment theory (dreams reveal unconscious desires).
Drugs and Consciousness: Understand how
psychoactive drugs affect the brain. Focus on the three
main categories: depressants (alcohol, barbiturates),
stimulants (cocaine, amphetamines, caffeine, nicotine), and
hallucinogens (LSD, psilocybin, marijuana's main
psychoactive ingredient, THC). Know the difference
between tolerance (needing more for the same effect),
dependence (physical or psychological need), and
withdrawal (negative symptoms when quitting).
Hypnosis: Know that hypnosis is a social interaction where
one person suggests to another that certain perceptions,

feelings, or behaviors will occur. It is a real phenomenon,
but its effects are more about focused attention and
suggestibility than a special state of consciousness. It can
be used for pain control and reducing some habits.

Learning: How Experience
Changes Us
Learning is a relatively permanent change in behavior due to
experience. Three main types are covered in Psychology 101:

Classical Conditioning (Pavlov): Learn to associate two
stimuli, predicting an event. Know the key elements:

Unconditioned Stimulus (US): Naturally triggers a
response (e.g., food).
Unconditioned Response (UR): Natural reaction
(e.g., salivation to food).
Conditioned Stimulus (CS): Originally neutral, now
triggers a response (e.g., a bell).
Conditioned Response (CR): Learned reaction
(e.g., salivation to the bell).

Also understand acquisition, extinction, spontaneous
recovery, generalization (responding similarly to similar
stimuli), and discrimination (telling the difference).
Operant Conditioning (Skinner


