Human Growth and Development (PSY 211)

Research Critique Guideline Sheet

A note on research:
Here’s your opportunity to learn where scientific information comes from – research!  The results of research are usually published in the form of journal articles, which are the primary sources of information for people who write the textbooks you read for classes. The cool thing about these sources is that they’re available to everyone, so you can look at them personally.  Journals are organized by the kind of research published in them, and many are dedicated to the study of human development.  Note that we will be using scholarly sources here, not popular press material that is found on newsstands or picked up from a Google search.  Scholarly papers are the original sources for most of the things we learn in class, and undergo a rigorous review process before they are published.  The goal here is for you to get it straight from the “horse’s mouth,” and to learn how to read and understand scientific writing.

The Assignment:
Pick an article that grabs your interest.  The only requirements it needs to meet are that the lifespan point it discusses is covered in the current half of the semester (i.e., Critique I can cover anything from biological beginnings through late childhood, and Critique II can cover anything from adolescence through death and grieving), and that it was published only in the year 2004 (not before or after, to narrow down an overwhelming number of possibilities, to keep current, and to prevent people from handing in identical papers from prior years).  Empirical articles (also known as primary sources) work best for this assignment – they are easily identified because they are broken up into an introduction (background information of previous research that led up to the study presently described in this article), methods section (how they did everything), results (what they found), and a discussion section (what it all means).  While review articles (also known as secondary sources) and meta analyses are commonly found in journals and also considered scholarly papers, they are less amenable to this assignment because they discuss several different prior empirical papers and draw larger conclusions from them.  The best way to find an article on a particular topic is to do a search on PsychInfo off of the library web site.  We’ll learn how to do that during a trip to the library on 1/26.  Sometimes you’ll be given the choice between printing an .html or .pdf version of the paper – always choose the .pdf whenever possible, as tables, figures, and other information gets reproduced more accurately than with the .html.  If an article is not on-line, the library may still have a hard copy of the journal that you can photocopy the article out of.  Failing that, put in an interlibrary loan request.  The assignment is much more fun if you pick a topic that is of particular interest to you, so think hard before starting your search.
Organize your paper in the following manner, beginning with a short summary:

1) What were the hypotheses?  (What were they looking for?  What were their predictions?)  3 points.

2) What were the methods?  (How did they go about testing their predictions?)  3 points.

3) What were the results?  (Did they find what they were looking for?)  3 points.

Deal with the first three questions in a page or less.  It may feel difficult to summarize so much information in such a small space, but it can be done.  Be parsimonious (convey as much information as you can in as few words as possible).  Boil it down to its barest essentials in plain English.  If the methods and/or results are very complex, go ahead and discuss only the major aspects.  I will not read any of the introductory information that is presented after the first page, so if you want it to count for points, get it all in on that first page.  One point is also reserved for writing quality.

The meat of the critique is in these next questions:

4) What is the meaning of these results?  (What consequences do they have, if any?  Why should anyone care?  Are there any real-world applications for this research?  Do not simply re-hash the results.)  10 points.

5) Were there any weaknesses to the study or other ways to conduct it?  (What about their present method should have been done better?  Writing about small sample sizes, self-report measures, and restricted region of the country are too easy, so these don’t count.)  10 points.

6) What’s the next step?  (Did this study bring up new questions to investigate?  What new hypothesis is brought up by this research?  Be sure this is independent from sections 4 and 5.)  10 points.

7) Why do you personally think this is interesting or important research?  (Why did you pick this article?  Does it have any bearing on your own life or someone you know?  Will knowing what you learned from it help you further down the road?  Be sure this is independent from sections 4, 5 and 6.)  10 points. 

Write to your heart’s content on the last four sections, but make them add up to at least 2 pages, and each section should get at least ½ of a page.  (Writing more than half a page for one section does not mean you can write less for another.  Double-spaced, 12-pt Times Roman, standard margins.)  This is the fun part!  It is much better to develop 1 or 2 ideas in-depth for each section, rather than casually tossing out several.

Writing Tips: 
Use words like “demonstrate” or “support” rather than “prove.”  Scientifically speaking, “prove” is too strong a word for the results that any one article finds.  Only several studies can “prove” a hypothesis or theory, and sometimes even after that they still get modified.  “Effect” is a noun.  “Affect” is a verb.  “Violent TV has an effect on child behavior,” or “Violent TV affects child behavior,” not the other way around.  The word “data” is plural.  “The data are indicative of…”  “Datum” is the singular form.
The only time you should use a direct quotation in scientific writing is when the original text is so interestingly written (i.e. sounds really cool) that paraphrasing wouldn’t do it justice.  You’ll notice that most scientific writing doesn’t exactly sound cool.  Otherwise, extensive quoting only demonstrates your ability to copy words – I’m more interested in your ability to understand the material, which means you write it in your own words.  

In that vein, plagiarism will not be tolerated.  This includes copying material out of an article, book, webpage, and from other students, even if it is just a few consecutive words or phrases.  It is your responsibility to read and understand the guide found here: http://www.geneseo.edu/~psych/frames/primary/secondary/plagiarism.htm.  You will also be required to hand in a copy of the article you reviewed with your assignment.  Plagiarism violations will be taken to the Honor Court.  If you have a question about your work, please ask it.  No excuses!!

