Guidelines for short papers

General
Use APA style for the reference list.

See http://www.lib.usm.edu/~instruct/guides/apa.html
And  

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/research/r_apa.html
Papers should be one page (excluding the reference list), single-spaced, no smaller than 10 point type.  Please put the reference list on the back of the page, so you only hand in one sheet of paper.

Identifying a topic

a) You can start with the textbook:  If one of the topics you have read about so far interests you, you can start with one of the articles cited by the book.  Finding that article through the library search engines (follow the steps outlined by Kasia in class or on the website she created for us) will lead you to more articles on the topic.  

b) If you have a general area of interest not yet covered in the book or class, you can start by looking it up in the textbook to get an idea for a more focused topic and to read about important work that has been conducted in the area.  That way you will also find the references for articles on your topic and can proceed as in a).  Alternatively, you can start with encyclopedia and/or thesaurus to identify subtopics and search terms (as outlined by Kasia) and proceed with the search that way.

c) If you still have not identified a general topic:  Browse the table of contents in the textbook, the supplementary material on the website, the APA website, the articles on the Biopsychology website etc.  to find something that catches your interest.  If all of those seem boring to you ask yourself:  What interests do I have and how can I link them to Psychology?  Examples:  Music?  --There are plenty of studies on how music is processed in the brain, effect of music on concentration and mood, differences in brain organization between people with perfect pitch and without etc.  Sports?  - -How do endorphins get released by exercise and what effect do they have on brain functioning, concentration, mood etc?  
Reading the articles 

Read the abstract first.  From reading that try to answer the following:  Is this a review article or an original study?  If an original study (primary source):  What was the question/ hypothesis?  What type of study was conducted?  What was the setting?  What were the factors investigated and how were they measured?  (If an experiment:  What were the variables?  How was the independent variable varied, how was the dependent variable measured?)  What were the findings?  What were the conclusions?

From the abstract you will only be able to give a rough answer to those questions.  Next read the Introduction, then the Discussion, then the Results, and last the Methods.  While reading each section keep the questions above in mind and try to answer them in detail.

Writing the paper:

Introduction:

State the question you are addressing clearly and concisely.  Why is this question interesting/ relevant?  Where appropriate you can integrate your own experience as well as class material relating to the subject.  Present the general background knowledge.  What questions does this general information leave unanswered?

Body:

Present the information from your sources.   Use your own words; only use quotes for phrases that are not easily expressed in your own words.  

The way you incorporate the information from your review papers and non-primary sources can vary, but for each original study:

a) State the hypothesis/ question concisely.  Make sure it is clear how it relates to your topic.

e.g.:  (Topic:  Exercise's effect on mood)  "The present study investigated whether or not exercise would have an effect on the mood of clinically depressed patients who had not engaged in any aerobic activity in the year preceding the study."
b) Briefly describe the methods.  Leave out details such as number of subjects, location, brand name of equipment used etc. unless it is relevant for some reason.

From these two points the reader should know the factors/ variables and their operationalization:  How were the factors defined for the purpose of the study?  How was the independent variable varied, and how was the dependent variable measured? 

e.g.:  "Patients were randomly assigned into two groups.  Group 1 was asked to engage in at least 30 minutes of aerobic physical activity at a health club twice a week for 3 months.  They kept a diary of their activities.  Group 2 was simply asked to keep a diary of their daily activities and to note in particular any physical activities they engaged in.  In order to monitor patients' mood both groups were asked to complete 20 items from the Beck's Depression Inventory (BDI) prior to and again after the study."
c) State the findings in terms of the factors/variables used in this study 

e.g.:  "The study found that after 3 months Group 1 showed a significant reduction in their BDI score, whereas Group 2 showed no reduction.  The authors also found a significant positive correlation between the amount of exercise reported by patients in Group 1 and the amount of reduction in their BDI score."
d) State the conclusions from these findings. 

e.g:  "The results of the study suggest that regular exercise has the capacity to improve the mood of clinically depressed patients.  From the findings it appears that the effect is dose dependent, such that a greater amount of exercise might lead to greater improvement in mood."
e) State any limitations of the study and any questions that the study raises.

e.g.:  "The study did not control for any social interactions that might have been a part of patients' exercise routine.  Since patients exercised at a health club at least some of their improvement might have been caused by an increase in their social interactions."
Or:  "The finding that the effect is dose-dependent might be limited to the exercise levels investigated by the study:  patients might experience greater improvements when exercising 4 times than when exercising only  2 times a week.  That does not mean that increasing exercise from 6 times to 10 times a week would still lead to a significantly greater improvement.  The study can thus not predict the optimum level of exercise for depressed patients"

Or:  "The study raises the question of what physiological or chemical mechanisms underlie the effect of exercise on mood."
Or:  "While the study shows an effect of exercise on the mood of depressed patients its results cannot necessarily be extrapolated to individuals with no history of mood disorders."
f) These limitations or questions can be used in your transition to the material found in your other sources.  You can explain how this new material addresses the limitations of the study and the questions left unanswered, by pointing out differences in subject population, or differences in the level of investigation (eg., behavioral vs cellular) etc. 

Conclusions

Concisely state what the sources taken together show.  Relate the conclusions back to your original question and make clear how what you researched sheds light on this question.  Instead of using general statements such as "More research is needed on this topic"  (- more research is ALWAYS needed!) propose relevant questions that could be researched and/ or that arise from the findings you presented.

Pair up with a classmate and read each others' papers.  Your paper should be written at a level that s/he can understand.    That means:  don't use words that s/he doesn't know, without briefly explaining them.

