Psyc 307, Spring 2008

  
Dr. Gotthard


Leading Article Discussions and Writing Critical Analyses
We will be reading several articles over the course of the semester and discussing them in class (see syllabus for specific dates and articles).  All articles will be on reserve in the Lipscomb Library.  
Each student will lead discussion on one article during the semester.  Leading discussion will consist of three main components: (1) discussing the key points and implications of the article, (2) stimulating class discussion of the article by bringing questions for discussion, and (3) answering questions from the class.  A bit more detail on these components…

1. Key Points and Implications
Students are expected to point out the main findings and implications of the research being discussed – not to summarize the entire article.  Keep in mind, you will not be able to cover every aspect of your article during your presentation, so try to focus on the components of the article that are most important or most interesting to you – the rest of the critical details will come out in our discussion of the article.  
2. Discussion Questions 

The bulk of your duties as a Discussion Leader will come from your facilitation of class discussion.  Bring several questions and/or discussion points for the class to talk about.  Discussion questions are critical for facilitating class discussion of the article, so think seriously about the questions you select.   

One of the most important skills psychologists work to refine is their ability to critically evaluate the literature in their field and work to synthesize that literature into a coherent, useful collection of information.  One goal of these article discussions is to give you the opportunity to hone your critical analysis/synthesis skills and help you organize your thoughts about the literature we are reading.  Keep in mind, not all of the articles are empirical research articles, so you may not be able to “critically analyze” all of them the way you would a research article.  Try your best to incorporate the following tips (below) into your discussion, where possible.  

Typically, psychology articles consist of four sections: Introduction, Method, Results, and Discussion.  When reviewing your article for class, you should not plan to discuss each of these in great detail, but you should be aware of the critical details of each of these sections.

· Introduction: This section provides background information about the topic at hand.  It also describes very briefly what the current article is examining, how the proposed study will be carried out, and generally what is hypothesized to occur.  

· It is important to understand where a particular research question is coming from – what have researchers done in the past with regard to this area of study?  You don’t need to go into specific details about past studies (e.g., specific methods they used), but you should spend a little time examining what has been done in the past.  This generally leads us to the logic next step (i.e., the current study).  Understand the overview of what the current study will examine before going onto the Method section.

· Method: This section describes in great detail exactly what the researchers did in their study.  This section is critical because it is essentially a “recipe” for anyone else that would like to replicate the study.  

· You will need to clearly understand the Method.  Look at the type of subjects used (i.e., animal: rat, monkey, mouse, etc.; human: children, adults, elderly, etc.), and the task used – it is important that we know how the researchers went about collecting their data.  Maybe the task they used doesn’t really get at the phenomena they intended.  It is also important to understand the dependent variables (what was measured) and independent variables (what was manipulated) in the study.  Include any other information that you think is critical for understanding the experiment.

· Results: This section presents the general findings and statistical analyses of the study.  

· In your review, you should try to focus mostly on the general findings and less on the actual statistics of the study.  Don’t ignore the statistics, but focus mostly on what the results are telling us in terms of behavior, rather than p-values.  Don’t disregard the figures and tables, it is important to go through these and be sure to understand what the researchers found.  If you know something about statistics, feel free to discuss any concerns you might have about the particular ones employed in the study.

· Discussion: This section goes through the implications of the study (what does it all mean?) and future directions for research (what should be done in the future?).

· You should spend a lot of your discussion and critical analysis on this section.  Discuss why the study is important.  Also, point out any concerns/criticisms you have with the study – discuss the similarities/differences of this study with previous research (mentioned in the Introduction).  Finally, talk about future research – what should be done next?  Of course, with some of the older studies, the future research ideas may have already been done, but it’s still important to talk about the next logical step.  

General Tips

· Read the rationale for the study (Introduction), and the Method and Results sections, but not the Discussion section.  Try to figure out the conclusions on your own and then compare them to the author’s.  Were they the same?  If your conclusions were different, why do you think they were?

· Look for patterns in the studies you are reading.  Compare the current study with previous research presented in the Introduction and to other studies or material we’ve discussed in class.

· Look for consistencies and inconsistencies in the findings.

· Come up with potential explanations for these consistencies and inconsistencies.

· Pay close attention to unanswered questions and describe how you would go about answering them.

· Critically evaluate the literature.

· Which studies are best and why?

· Which studies are worst and why?

· Discuss conceptual and methodological strengths and weaknesses of the studies.

3. Answering Questions 
You should come to class prepared to answer questions about your article – remember, you are the expert on that article for the day.  If you are having difficulty understanding any part of your article, see Dr. Gotthard for help.  And please try to plan ahead because I may not be available to work with you if you come to me right before class on the day you are scheduled to present.
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