Assignment 3:  CRITIQUING THE LITERATURE

OBJECTIVES

1. Identify valid psychological research. 

2. Learn to evaluate psychological research articles. 


REVIEW

Each section of an APA style article provides information needed to evaluate the research. When reading the article, take notes that will help you evaluate and remember the relevant information. The following items, although helpful, are not exhaustive, as every article is unique and some information may not neatly fit into a particular category. Use this as a guide, but don’t expect every article’s information to fit into the paradigm presented here.

Title and Author(s)

At the top of your notes, write the full APA Style reference. This will be necessary for your reference section should you decide to use this article in your paper. The title will be the first hint that this article is relevant to your paper. Authors are important because, generally, they will be doing more work on this phenomenon than a single paper. You can use their name to find other research in the area. You can also use the Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) to find other, more recent research articles that have been published that cite this article.

Abstract

This is the author’s summary of the research article. The information contained in the abstract will enable you to further evaluate if this article is relevant to your paper. It should contain information from the Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion sections. It is NOT a comprehensive review. It is limited to 120 words. Use the Abstract to get a general understanding of the article. It may be most useful in determining that the article is not relevant to your paper. The abstract is usually available in the search engine’s output. If the abstract suggests this is a relevant article, get the full article. Do not rely on the abstract for a full understanding of the research.

Introduction

The Introduction will give you three main pieces of information: the research question, the theoretical context within which the research is being conducted, and the research hypothesis. From this section you can find additional research related to the phenomenon and possibly other research articles that you will want to review in preparation for your paper.

Research Question

This is one of the few places that an article can be creative. It is here that the author can speak to why this research is interesting and why you should read the article. The research question describes the phenomenon that the research will address and any unique perspective the author is taking on the topic.
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This section will take up the bulk of the Introduction. Here the author is framing his research within the context of the research that has previously been conducted. No research is conducted in a theoretical vacuum. We don’t “re-invent the wheel” every time we do research. The research referenced here by the authors will give us the insights from previous research conducted by this author and others. Questions you should be asking here include:

1) Has the author accurately interpreted the previous research? 

2) Is the research cited relevant to the present topic? 

3) Is the author’s criticism of the previous research accurate? 

4) Are any of the citations presenting new methodologies? 

5) Is the author setting up conflicting theories to be tested? 

6) Has the reviewed research been logically presented so that the hypothesis (that is about to be presented) has a solid basis for testing? 

Research Hypothesis

A hypothesis is a testable statement. Typically, in behavioral research, we set up hypotheses in one of two ways: (1) that the independent variable(s) will result in changes in the dependent variable; or (2) that the two, or more, variables of interest will be related to one another. The first type of hypothesis is used in an experimental study. In this type of research, the author wants to make a cause-and-effect statement, (e.g., securely attached children develop stronger friendships in elementary school than children with other types of attachment to parents.) The latter type of hypothesis is usually used in research where there is less known about the phenomenon or methodological or ethical considerations limit the researcher’s ability to conduct an experiment. In this type of research, referred to as correlational, the variables of interest would be measured rather than manipulated. The distinction between experimental and correlational research is important because it limits what can be concluded from the research.

Methods

This section is divided up into three subsections: Participants or Subjects, Apparatus or Materials, and Procedure. In this section the author will explicitly state what was done, what was used during the study, and what population was sampled. The Methods section is very important because this is where most research critiques are based. Questions based on the methodology go to the validity and reliability of the research. A methodology that is flawed invites questions concerning the usefulness of the research in advancing our understanding of the phenomenon. After reading the methods section, you should have learned enough information to actually duplicate the study (if you wanted to). It is vital that you understand what happened in the research study to best evaluate the merits of the research.

Participants (or Subjects)

This subsection describes how many subjects were involved in the data collection; any
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[bookmark: page34]special characteristics of the participants (e.g., gender, socioeconomic status, or sexual preference); how the subjects were recruited and selected for inclusion and exclusion; and that the subjects were treated in accordance to the APA ethical guidelines for psychologists. Similar ethical guidelines exist in all fields of research that use human beings for research (e.g., medicine). One of the requirements is that an institutional review board reviews the research before starting to collect data. That this research has conformed to a review by the relevant authority must be included in this subsection.

Apparatus (or Materials)

This subsection describes what equipment and other materials, such as personality inventories, were used in the experiment. Here is where the researchers operationalize the variables in the experiment. You need to determine if the independent/predictor and dependent/criterion variables represent the theoretical proposals presented in the introduction. In other words, is the hypothesis under investigation really being tested? Materials being used need to be described in sufficient detail to be replicated. If a scale is being used, is it a reliable and valid measure? If a citation for the measure isn’t presented, the measure should be described or placed in an appendix to the paper.

Procedure

This subsection informs the reader of every step involved in gathering the data. How were participants assigned to conditions? Was there any bias induced due to demand characteristics or expectancy effects in the way the study was implemented? How was the manipulation, if appropriate to the study, implemented? Basically, you want to play “Devil’s Advocate” and look for any reason other than the reason proposed by the author for the results that were obtained. If there is a weakness in the research, it’s usually found here.

Results

This is the section that is most difficult to understand for most readers. You need to first determine what comparisons are being made before you can decide if the statistical analysis is truly testing the hypothesis. For example, if you are interested in whether low or high self-monitors are more likely to volunteer for positions in an organization that requires public speaking you would look at the differences in volunteer rates for people classified as low self-monitors versus people classified as high self-monitors. If the volunteer rate is significantly different between the two categories of self-monitoring then the hypothesis that self-monitoring ability effects volunteer rates would be supported. Next you need to look at the descriptive data to determine if the direction of the difference is in the direction hypothesized. Following the self-monitoring example, if we were to find that low self-monitors volunteer more for public speaking than high self-monitors, our hypothesis would not be supported. This is called a directional or “one-tailed” test because the hypothesis not only predicts a difference between the groups, but also which group should show more of the behavior. One-tailed tests also have greater power in determining if a difference exists because the hypothesis allows us to only consider one end of the normal curve for the 5% probability to fall rather than splitting the 5% between the lower and upper ends of the curve.
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[bookmark: page35]Next, you need to determine what statistical methods are testing the research hypotheses. Is it appropriate to use a t-test to compare volunteer rates between Roman Catholics, Southern Baptists and Methodists? No, because a t-tests can only compare two levels of an independent variable. To compare 3 or more levels of an independent variable on the dependent variable you need to use Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). Similarly, if your dependent variable is the frequency of a behavior, you need to employ the Chi-square statistic. The choice of statistic is determined by what level of measurement (nominal, ordinal, interval, or ratio) is being used to measure both the independent and dependent variable. If your independent and dependent variables are both at least interval level measures, for example, blood-alcohol content and score on a video game, you would want to use a Pearson correlation or a regression.

The authors of the article should have a statistical analysis of each of the hypotheses to be tested. When the statistic is reported, it will also report if the result is significant or not. This means whether or not the difference (or in the case of correlational research, the relationship between the variables) could have occurred due to chance factors (not significant) or be due to the independent variables. If it is a significant result, the authors will include “p<.05”. This means that the difference or relationship could only have occurred due to chance factors 5 times out of 100. We use this terminology because nothing is absolutely certain to occur.



Discussion

Several topics will be covered in the discussion. First of all, does the author overstate the results? Has the design and methodology allowed a valid test of the hypothesis? Has the statistical test confirmed the relevant differences between the control and treatment condition, if it uses an experimental design, or relevant relationships between the variables if it uses a correlation? In other words, are the conclusions the author is making substantiated by the data? Secondly, has the author demonstrated how this research fits into the research previously reviewed in the introduction? Are important issues raised in the introduction, ignored in the discussion, and if addressed, are they ambiguous or clearly answered? Third, does the author admit to limitations inherent in the design, methodology or statistics that restrict the generalizability of the results? Finally, does the author provide a vision for where the research needs to further our understanding of the phenomenon? The best research often raises more questions than it answers. This is where you can find a research project that is unique to the literature and doesn’t just “reinvent the wheel” so to speak.

References/Appendix/Figures/Tables

These sections supplement the previously discussed sections. The references should be inclusive and appropriate. This is rarely an issue in peer-reviewed articles. The reviewers will usually catch inappropriate references. Few articles will include an appendix. They are generally used to provide lengthy materials that are inappropriate to put into the methods section. Figures and Tables provide information that more easily communicated in this form. They occasionally contain errors, but the editors and reviewers catch these types of errors before they make it into print. Little effort should be expended to find mistakes or misinterpretation of these sections.
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Determine which research question or phenomenon you wish to do. After, look up five articles that are relevant to the psychological phenomenon. Directions are below.

1. Find 5 articles that relate to the research question you have decided on for your project. These articles should be different than the ones for Assignment 3 and on the same research project. Turn in a copy of the first page of each of the articles (i.e., not the whole article). 
2. Write a few sentences about your research question: what phenomenon are you planning to look at for your project? 

3. Complete an annotated bibliography which includes a two-paragraph synopsis of each of the research articles that could be included in the introduction to your own research paper. Include the following information in your synopsis: 

a. The article information in APA format (see the 6th edition of the APA manual if necessary). 
b. In the actual synopsis, include in the first paragraph: 

i. The hypothesis that was tested; 
ii. Past research that supports the hypothesis (i.e., the major theory or papers they drew from in order to form their hypothesis).

iii. In layman’s terms, what did they do to test the hypothesis; 

iv. If the hypothesis was supported or not; 

v. How this support, or lack thereof, should be interpreted (i.e., what does it really mean?). 
c. In the second paragraph, write a few sentences about how this research informs your research question. 
4. Write out your hypothesis for Study 1. Be sure to close your comparisons and be clear about the variables and the relationships between those variables. 

