
CGSC130 The Musical Mind: An Introduction to Cognitive Science 

Fall 2020, Justin London, Instructor 

 
Class Meeting Times     Online office hours: Thurs via appointment 

M, W: 11:30 am-12:40 pm CDT ONLINE  e-mail: jlondon@carleton.edu 

(F: 11:20 pm -12:20 pm CDT as needed)   voice(mail): +1-507-222-4397 

F2F group meeting times are ad hoc; Zoom passwords will be e-mailed to enrolled students 

 

Required Texts and Materials: 

The Cambridge Handbook of Cognitive Science, K. Frankish and W. M. Ramsey, eds. 

ISBN-13: 978-0-521-69190-1.  Available online (less than $5.00 to rent a Kindle edition).  

Additional readings and course materials (PDFs and PPTs) and audio recordings (mp3s) are on 

the course Moodle Page. 

 

Course Description and Goals 

Cognitive Science is a messy discipline.  Indeed, it isn't really a discipline at all, but a place 

where any number of disciplines intersect: Psychology, Sociology, Biology, Neuroscience, 

Computer Science, and Linguistics, to name the usual suspects.  Like Psychology, Cognitive 

Science's aim is to understand the human mind, but it extends Psychology's remit by looking at 

a broader range of the things humans and human minds can do.  Which brings us to music.  

Through a musical lens, we will look a the following topics which are central to Cognitive 

Science: 

 

• Perception--How we perceive musical sounds (and what makes them special) 

• Memory--What is typical and what is special about musical memory 

• Meaning and Language--The extent to which music is a language, and how music is 

meaningful 

• Emotion--How music can give rise to emotional responses 

• Gifted and Broken Brains—What perfect pitch, and its opposite tone deafness can tell 

us about the mind 

• Embodied Cognition--How music cognition depends on both our brains and our bodies 

• Evolutionary Cognition—How humans developed their unique cognitive capacities, 

including music 

 

We will read and (virtually) discuss a broad range of texts, from classic works on memory and 

language to the most recent work in music neuroscience.  There will be musical illustrations 

and demonstrations of some of the phenomena we will be studying, and we replicate a few 

experiments, giving you a first-hand sense of how these questions are studied. 

 

Course Syllabus and Moodle 

The course syllabus gives a chronology for the topics we will discuss at each class meeting, 

along with readings and assignments.  Each unit is listed separately on the Moodle page, but we 

will roughly cover one topic per week.  While lectures are online, most class activities will be 

synchronous.  Most weeks we will “meet” twice (usually Monday and Wednesday) during our 

scheduled course time for lecture and Socratic discussion.  On some days student groups will 

present some of the material.  The other class meeting time each week will be used for F2F 

meetings with student groups (more details below); in addition to our scheduled class time, 

student groups will meet at other mutually convenient times (e.g., common time on Thurs; 

Convo time on Friday).   
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For each unit, there are several core readings (with prompts and reading guides), a pre-class 

activity (e.g., seeing if you can identify familiar songs from a single note; testing if you have 

absolute pitch, etc.), and additional handouts, podcasts (prepared by yours truly), audio files, 

and other relevant materials.  Items on the syllabus are listed on the days they will be discussed, 

so you will want to read/listen/watch them beforehand. 

 

Student Group Work 

Some small group work will be a key aspect of the course, both as means of dealing with our 

COVID-induced constraints, but more importantly as a means of leveraging students’ interests 

and backgrounds.  Based upon your musical and academic backgrounds, I will divide the class 

into six groups (4-5 students per group).  This group will work together throughout the term, 

focusing on a particular course topic.  So, for example, a group of students with a background 

in linguistics will be studying aspects of meaning in music; another group with a background in 

psychology will look a musical memory, and so forth.  Each group will do the following: 

 

• Over the course of the term, help present material in a particular unit relevant to their 

given topic as part of the regular course lectures. 

• Investigate a particular focus topic (for example, for the group tasked with studying 

auditory and musical memory, their topic will be “earworms”), focusing on the work of 

a particular researcher. 

• Virtually meet with that researcher for questions and discussion; a group of 

distinguished researchers has enthusiastically agreed to meet with members of our 

class—as we are all helping each other out during these strange times for college 

teaching and learning. 

• Prepare a presentation on their focus topic and present it to the class; presentations will 

be given during the last three meeting days of the term.  

 

Course Assessment 

Your course grade will be based upon the following components: 

 

• Group Assistance with Lecture:  15% 

• Group Project     25% 

• Midterm     20% 

• Final      30% 

• Class Participation    10% 

 

The group project includes meetings with JML, a virtual meeting with your chosen researcher, 

preparation of a handout on the topic, and final in-class presentation.  Class participation 

includes the preparatory assignments as well as ad-hoc short presentations (e.g., I will ask a 

student to explain a particular term, give some background on a researcher, etc.—these will be 

requested ahead of class).  The midterm and final are both take-home exams; they will be 

distributed and collected via the course Moodle page.   
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