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Psychology Paper TutorialPsychology Paper Tutorial
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Features of the Tutorial

2

Learning Objectives

By the end of the tutorial, you will be able to:

• Read a Psychology Research Article

• Write a Psychology Paper

• Design a Psychology Study
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Section 1

Reading a Psychology Research Article 
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Reading a Psychology Research Article

By the time you finish this section, you will 
be able to do the following:

• Understand the basic structure of a 
psychology research article

• Read a psychology research article

• Critique the study/studies presented in the 
article
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General Structure of a 
Psychology Research Article

• Title
• Abstract
• Introduction
• Method• Method
• Results
• Discussion
• References

• Gray & Wegner, 2008 
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Title

What does the title say about the purpose 
of the article?

7

Introduction

Why is the 
Introduction so 
important?

8

Introduction

Why is the 
Introduction so 
important?
• Opens the paper

9

Introduction

Why is the 
Introduction so 
important?
• Opens the paper
• Provide context
• States the thesis
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Introduction

Questions to ask yourself:

• How do the authors open the study?

• How do the authors provide the context for• How do the authors provide the context for 
their study?

• What is the research question of the study?

• What is the paper’s thesis statement?

11

Method

Why is the Method 
section important?
• Describes how the 

experiment(s) was 
ddone

• Allows others to 
understand and even 
replicate the same 
study (or studies)

12

Intentional 
Condition

Unintentional 
Condition
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Method

Questions to ask yourself:

• What kinds of participants were recruited?

• What did the participants do in the study?• What did the participants do in the study?

• What were the key elements of the study?

• Can you visualize the study in your mind?

• What more information might you want to 
make the Method clearer?
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Results

Why is the Results 
section important?
• Reports the main 

findings of the study
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Results

Why is the Results 
section important?
• Reports the main 

findings of the study
• Provides actual 

statistics, tables, 
figures, and graphs to 
help the reader 
understand the 
findings 
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Results

Questions to ask yourself:

• What was the main result?

• Do you think the results address the research 
question and the thesis statement fully?

• Were there other results that were found? 
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Discussion

Why is the Discussion 
important?
• Summarizes and 

interprets the results of 
th t dthe study

• Discusses the 
implications and the 
limitations of the study

• Discusses future 
directions for the 
research field
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Discussion

Questions to ask:
• What were the main results of the study? Did the 

authors answer their own research question?
• Did the authors point out any limitations or 

potential criticisms to their study? Can you thinkpotential criticisms to their study? Can you think 
of any other concerns?

• What are some of the implications of the study, 
either for the real world or for the particular field 
the authors are in?

• What future studies did the authors propose? 
What other future work would you like to see?

18
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References

Why are the 
References 
important?
• Credits the research 

on which the present 
study is based

• Enables the reader to 
locate research 
articles on the same 
topic or on similar 
topics

19

Summary of Section 1

Before moving on to Section 2, make sure you 
understand what each part of a Psychology 
research article does:
• Title
• Abstract
• Introduction
• Method
• Results
• Discussion
• References

20

Section 2

Writing a Psychology Paper

21

Writing a Psychology Paper

You will be able to do the following:
• Understand the general structure of a 

psychology paper
• Construct a research questionConstruct a research question
• Construct a thesis statement
• Build a supporting argument
• Consider alternatives to your thesis
• Make inferences about your research 
• Create an outline

22

General Structure of a 
Psychology Paper

A Psychology paper should have the 
following sections:
• Title
• Introduction
• Research Question
• Thesis Statement
• Supporting Argument
• Alternatives
• Discussion

23

Research Question

• The research question poses the question 
that the paper aims to answer.

Th t ki d f h ti• There are two kinds of research questions:
o Broad research question
o Narrow research question

24
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Research Question

• Let’s say we were interested in 
understanding individual differences 
among students in their quantitative 
performance in the classroomperformance in the classroom.

• What would be a broad question to ask?
• What would be a narrow question to ask? 

25

Research Question

• Broad Research Question:
o Why do some children perform consistently 

worse than others on math in class?

• Narrow Research Question:
o Do adolescent girls score lower on 

standardized math tests than their male 
counterparts after being exposed to 
stereotype threat*?

26

Research Question

* stereotype threat: the negative impact a 
stereotype about an individual’s group can have on 

that individual’s performancewhen such a 
stereotype is made salient to the individual (Steele 

& Aronson, 1995)

* stereotype: a commonly held belief about a 
certain social group
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Thesis Statement

• A thesis statement alerts the reader to the 
contents of the paper and states your stance on 
the research question you posted.

• Think back to our research topic –
understanding individual differences among 
students in their quantitative performance in the 
classroom.

• What would be a good thesis statement? 
28

Thesis Statement

• Thesis Statement: 
“When exposed to stereotype threat, 
adolescent girls tend to score lower on 
standardized math tests compared to their p
male counterparts.”

• Why is this thesis statement a good one?
• What kinds of thesis statements should we 

avoid?
29

Thesis Statement: What to Avoid

There are several kinds of thesis 
statements to avoid:

• The ‘So What’ Thesis

• The ‘2-in-1’ Thesis

• The ‘End of the Paper’ Thesis

30
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Thesis Statement: What to Avoid

• What is a “So What?” thesis?
o Does not have a particular stance, usually by 

stating a fact that doesn’t seem to require 
research support or is so vague that the 
argument is unclear to the reader

o “So what? Why does this research topic matter?”

• “When exposed to stereotype threat, 
adolescent girls may score differently or 
similarly on math tests compared to their 
male counterparts.”

31

Thesis Statement: What to Avoid

• What is a “2-in-1” thesis?
o Embeds more than one thesis statement in one 

sentence
o Indicates that the research question is too broad and 

complex to be addressed appropriately in one paperp pp p y p p

• “When exposed to stereotype threat, adolescent 
girls may score lower on math tests compared to 
their male counterparts; when extra teacher 
support is provided, adolescent girls often 
outperform their male peers.”

32

Thesis Statement: What to Avoid

• What is an “End of the Paper” thesis?
o Does not appear at the beginning of the paper
o Indicates that the paper was not planned out 

lproperly

• The thesis statement should always appear 
in the Introduction, preferably within the first 
or second page of your paper.

33

Supporting Argument

The argument in your paper should be…

• Coherent

• Logical• Logical

• Persuasive

• Makes good use of the available evidence

• Reaches a convincing conclusion

34

Supporting Argument

When researching papers to support your 
thesis, ask yourself: 

• In reading through these papers, what are the main 
supporting points for my thesis?

• What are the thesis statements of the papers?

• Do the authors of the papers reference other research 
in their literature review that supports the same 
position I am taking? How so?

• Did the authors of the papers conduct a study or a 
series of studies that support my thesis? How so?

35

Alternatives

• It is important to consider the alternative 
answers to your research question.

How are the alternatives weaker answers• How are the alternatives weaker answers 
to the research question? 

• Why is your thesis statement the best 
argument of all the possible responses to 
your research question?

36
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Alternatives

• Thesis statement: “When exposed to stereotype threat, 
adolescent girls tend to score lower on standardized 
math tests compared to their male counterparts.”

• Alternative #1: “When exposed to stereotype threat, 
d l t i l ti t lladolescent girls continue to score equally on 

standardized math tests compared to their male 
counterparts.”

• Alternative #2: “When exposed to stereotype threat, 
adolescent girls score higher on standardized math tests 
compared to their male counterparts.”
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Discussion

• The Discussion summarizes the results of 
your findings and discusses the 
implications of those results.

• You should consider the limitations of your 
research, potential criticisms other 
scholars may have about your research 
and future directions you think research in 
this field should take.

38

Discussion

• Let’s say we found that adolescent girls do 
score lower on standardized math tests after 
being exposed to stereotype threat.

• Things to consider:• Things to consider:
o Were the female and male participants well-

matched in terms of other factors? 
o How were the female participants exposed to the 

negative stereotype?
o In the future, would it be useful to replicate our 

study with other female groups? 
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Creating an Outline

Your outline should have the following:

• Broad research question

• Narrow research question

• Thesis statement

• Supporting argument

• Alternatives to your thesis statement

• Identification of any limitations, critiques and 
future directions

40

Summary of Section 2

Before moving on to Section 3, make sure 
you understand how to read and write a 
Psychology paper. You should be able to 
craft the following:craft the following:
• Research Question
• Thesis Statement
• Supporting Argument
• Alternatives
• Discussion 

41

Section 3

Designing a Psychology Study

42
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Designing a Study

By the time you finish Section 3, you will 
learn the following:
• The basics of an observational study
• The differences between correlation and• The differences between correlation and 

causation
• The importance of statistical control
• The basics of an experimental study
• Alternative explanations and ruling out 

alternative explanations

43

Designing a Study

• Writing a paper:
o Use available evidence from previous studies
o Produce evidence from your own studieso Produce evidence from your own studies

• Designing a good study:
o Ask a good research question

44

Designing a Study

• Observational study 
o Correlational relationship between variables
o Is variable X related to variable Y?o Is variable X related to variable Y?

• Experimental study 
o Causal relationship between variables
o Is variable X causing variable Y?

45

Observational Studies

What does it mean for two variables to be 
related?

S t ti l ti hi• Systematic relationship
o Positive relationship = High on X, High on Y
o Negative relationship = High on X, Low on Y

46

Observational Studies

Positive Correlation
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Observational Studies

Negative Correlation
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Correlation and Causality

Why can’t we draw any conclusions about 
causal relationships from such 
correlations?

• If A is correlated with B, then,
A         B  

or
B         A 

or
C

A                 B
49

Correlation and Causality

Relationship between height and reading score
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Statistical Control

Statistical control = removing g
the effect of other variables
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Statistical Control

Relationship between height and reading score
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Statistical Control

Relationship between children's height and reading scores while controlling 
for Age
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Statistical Control

The relationship between two variables 
might disappear, remain the same, 
become stronger or weaker afterbecome stronger or weaker after 
controlling for another variable

54
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Statistical Control

Can statistical control help us draw 
conclusions about causal 

relationships?

No! Correlation does not equal causation.

55

Experimental Studies

• An experimental study is an intervention study

• Independent variable: the variable manipulated 
by the experimenter

• Dependent variable: the variable of interest

• Does a change in the independent variable 
affect the dependent variable?

56

Experimental Studies

Research question: Does a new drug 
work for alleviating the effects of a 
particular disease? 

57

?

Experimental Studies

• What is your independent variable?
o Administration of the new drug

• What is your dependent variable?
o Patients’ health after the administration of the 

new drug

58

Experimental Studies

• Step 1: Select your population sample

• Step 2: Measure the initial state of the 
participants before the experiment (pretest)participants before the experiment (pretest)

• Step 3: Conduct the experiment

• Step 4: Measure the subsequent state of the 
participants after the experiment (posttest)

59

Experimental Studies

How do we really know whether our 
manipulation worked?

Divide the participants into two (or more)Divide the participants into two (or more) 
groups (conditions). 
o Condition 1: Administer no manipulation to one 

group of participants (control)
o Condition 2: Administer the target manipulation to 

one group of participants (experimental)

60
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Alternative Explanations

What is an alternative explanation?

An alternative explanation is any explanation 
that can explain the pattern of results 

without involving the independent variable. 

61

Alternatives vs. 
Alternative Explanations

• Alternatives = other possible answers to a 
research question

• Alternative explanations = other 
explanations to post-experiment results

62

Alternatives

• Research question: Does a new drug work for 
alleviating the effects of a particular disease? 

• Thesis: Patients who receive the new drug will 
show overall improvement in their healthshow overall improvement in their health 
compared to those who do not.

• Alternatives:
o Patients who receive the new drug will not show any 

improvement.
o Patients who receive the new drug will show a decline 

in their health. 
63

Alternative Explanations

• Result: Patients who received the new drug 
showed an improvement in their health 
compared to those who did not receive the drug.

• But how do we know that the patients’ health• But how do we know that the patients  health 
improved because of the administration of the 
new drug? What are some alternative 
explanations?

• How would you change the design of the 
experiment in order to rule out each alternative 
explanation?

64

Alternative Explanations

1. Participants may have improved regardless of the 
manipulation
o Divide participants into a control group and an experimental 

group
2. Participants may have believed the new drug would help 

o Give control group participants a placebo drug
3. Participants in the experimental condition, on average, may 

be different from participants in the control condition (age, 
gender, degree of illness)
o Randomly assign the patients to one group or the other

4. Researchers and participants may know about the 
manipulation and unknowingly influence the results.
o Conduct a double-blind study

65

Summary of Section 3

This concludes Section 3. You should now 
be able to understand the following:
• The differences between an observational 

study and an experimental studystudy and an experimental study
• Why correlation does not equal causation
• Why statistical control is important
• What alternative explanations are and how we 

can rule out alternative explanations
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Conclusion

If you have any other questions, please do 
t h it t t t ith I t tnot hesitate to meet with your Instructor or 

Teaching Fellow. Good luck!
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Resources

• HGSE Academic Writing Services:
http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=awrs

• “APA Exposed” Tutorial:
http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=apa_exposed

• “Analytic Writing” Tutorial:
http://gseacademic.harvard.edu/~instruct/articulate/a127/analytic_wr
iting_tutorial/player.html

• Sixth Edition Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association
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