Guidelines for Peer Reviews: Introduction and Methods Section
PSY 6217 Research Design
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As you read your colleagues’ papers, your task is to provide feedback that will help improve the document. The first section is the introduction. Below, you will see key questions and stylistic criteria that might be addressed in the introduction to either a proposal or an article reporting the results of a study and a rubric for evaluating stylistic aspects of the paper. Remember, your colleagues’ grades depend on the quality of the paper they submit following your feedback. Comments such as “excellent work,” “I enjoyed reading it,” “complete review,” or “strong method” do not help. Any paper can be improved. It is the task of the reviewer to provide feedback that will help improve what might be an already excellent paper. This is serious work. I expect reviewers to take is as such.
Introduction:
· Does the author, in the initial portion of the introduction, provide an overview of the problem to be addressed in the study? 

· This might be a statement of the problem or research question following some introductory remarks. This helps the reader form a framework about what is to come in the article and make a decision about whether the article fits the reader’s purpose.  The structure of this introductory statement of the problem typically provides a sort of outline for the organization of the introduction. This is characteristic of authors who craft articles that appeal to readers.

· Did the author present evidence of knowledge of the topic of research through references to and descriptions of relevant and current research?

· Knowledgeable authors typically provide evidence in the form of summaries of major empirical findings and positions on some issue. These summaries flow from one to the next as the author builds the case for the importance of the research question or problem. The way the author makes the transition from one topic to the next is also an indication of the level of knowledge the author possesses about some topic. The summaries are well organized and the logical pathway from one topic to the next is smooth and obvious when the author is knowledgeable and the manuscript is prepared and edited with the audience in mind. While in some cases it is important to present historical perspectives, it is critical that the author also report the most recent findings related to the problem. Incomplete or out-of-date literature reviews typically receive less than favorable ratings from editors and often lead the author to use designs that are not the most effective.

· Did the author address the major current theoretical perspectives on the problem at hand?

· In addition to relevant and recent empirical studies, if major theoretical issues are being addressed, authors are well advised to present those perspectives in concise, accurate, and fair language. Lengthy discourses on a particular theory when a brief summary with citations for original sources might be sufficient, take away from the impact of the article. 

· How did the author make the case for the importance of the research question?  

· Did the author convince you of the importance—why? Why not? 
· When you completed reading the introduction, did you feel that the issue(s) addressed in the study was significant given the topic? You might not find the article focusing directly on the topic for which you were searching, but given the theme, did the author make the case for the question or problem being addressed? What was it about the author’s work that convinced you? Authors tend to build the rationales for a particular issue by answering important questions. A sample of the goals authors have for their research includes:

· Filling a gap in existing knowledge.  

· Resolving a conflict between existing theories/interpretations of data.  

· Explaining why conflicting findings have been reported in the literature.

· Determining the impact of some intervention or treatment.

· Does the author’s rationale form a coherent argument for the research problem through the use of sound logic and relevant citations?

· Here, the author’s arguments for the importance of the question and the author’s conceptualization of the issue are the main points. If the author proposes to address a gap in the existing knowledge about some issue, has the author presented arguments to support the existence of a gap in knowledge. If the author is evaluating some intervention or practical application, has the author provided evidence that the application is based on empirical evidence and that it addresses some significant problem?

· Does the author end the introduction with a concise and focused summary and statement of the problem or research hypothesis?

· Authors who are successful in writing research articles tend to end the introduction and literature review with a brief summary of the major points and a statement of the specific question or problem addressed in the study. For quantitative studies, it this is often stated as a statistical hypothesis. However, whether the study focuses on a qualitative or quantitative question, the statement of the particular direction of research is critical for the reader. In most cases this is stated in a sentence or two. As in the initial statement of the problem at the beginning of the introduction, this provides the reader with an anticipation guide for reading and evaluating the sections that follow. 

· Does the Introduction overall make sense logically and empirically?
· Upon completing the Introduction, the reader of a well crafted article will have a clear understanding of the research question or problem to be investigated. The reader will be convinced that the author has a clear understanding of relevant and current literature and has presented a clear organization based on that knowledge and logic. Readers, especially new researchers, sometimes become overly concerned that a particular study familiar to the reader has not been cited or that a famous person who has conducted research or written in the area has not been cited. Remember, this is of concern only to the extent that the writer has, by omitting the particular citation, demonstrated a gap in the logic of the rationale. If there is a perspective not addressed, that in itself might be a stimulus for the reader to conduct a study to test that particular perspective. 

Methods Section:
· Participants:
· In this section, the reader should find a description of the proposed data on the characteristics of the participants that are related to the study (e.g. males, females; pupils from urban schools or rural schools, racial make-up) and frequency data for relevant groups (e.g. number of males or females; number of pupils from rural or urban schools; number of first year teachers; proportionate representation of racial or ethnic groups) to be used in the study. 

The reader is best served when the researcher includes sufficient information to allow the reader to understand how the participants were selected for the study and how principles of ethical research1 with human participants were followed (e.g. participation was voluntary, participants were informed of their rights to withdraw from the study, anonymity of participants was guaranteed, confidentiality of data was assured).  The reader should find the participants selected for the study and the strategies for selecting the participants make sense given the rationale in the Introduction and Literature Review and the research question, problem statement or hypothesis. 

· Materials and Assessment Instruments used in the Study:
· This section will provide the reader with information about any tests, observation checklists, instruments, surveys, questionnaires, or interview items selected or developed for the study.  Several questions about the materials and instruments should be answered for the reader. These include:

· Are the materials and assessment devices consistent with the research question or hypothesis?

· Do materials and assessment devices match the characteristics of the participants?

· Is there evidence for the validity and reliability of the instruments?

· If the author developed the instruments, how did the author determine their validity and reliability?
· How are the instruments or measures used in the study analyzed or scored? The response to this question should include clear and concise descriptions of scoring schemes. If the scoring requires multiple raters, the author is advised to include descriptions for obtaining inter-rater reliability or inter-rater agreement.
For other materials such as videotapes, texts, or any instructional materials designed for or used in the study, a description that includes how the materials were developed or selected and their relevance for the research question, problem statement, or hypothesis are typically provided. The materials themselves may not necessarily be included, but authors typically provide instructions for the reader to gain access to the materials.

· Procedures for Collecting Data and Conducting the Study:
· Here the author's purpose is to provide the reader with a description of the participants' experiences in the study and the ways the author and other researchers interacted with the participants. Articles typically include descriptions of the setting. (E.g. in the participant's classroom; a faculty meeting in a school; a face-to-face interview) in sufficient detail to allow the reader to judge whether the setting was consistent with the research question and the characteristics of the participants. In addition, the, steps in the process of collecting data and interacting with the participants are also included.  Again, descriptions are best when they are clear, concise, and provide the reader a picture of what occurred in the research setting (E.g. surveys were given to participants during a group meeting; participants were asked to read a text and then write what they could remember; pupils were observed during regular classes).  

The author of the study is well advised to provide other information necessary for the reader to understand how the data were collected and how the participants were involved in the study Remember, the purpose of this section is twofold. First, the reader relies upon this section to evaluate the adequacy of the procedures in leading to an answer to the research question. Second, should the reader wish to repeat the study, the information within this section will provide adequate information for doing so. 

· Analysis of the Data:
· This section sometimes is placed in the Methods section and is sometimes included as an introductory paragraph of the Results section. The decision about where to place this section depends on the flow of the article or the format favored by the journal selected.  One way to make the decision about the placement of this section is to refer to articles published in the journal to which the article is to be submitted. Should the work be for a thesis or dissertation, the author might refer to style guides adopted by the university in question. Regardless, in this section the author describes the strategies used to analyze the data. Whether the data are qualitative and in the form of narratives or quantitative data in the form of measurements or frequencies, the author is well advised to describe in some detail the strategies for analysis of the data.  The author’s work is strongest when the following questions are addressed:

· Do the analysis schemes reflect the research question, problem statement or statistical hypothesis?

· Is the analytical plan appropriate for the type of data collected? (E.g. Are the assumptions required for the analytical schemes met by the data collected?)

· When the planned analytical strategies are changed, does the author provide a rationale for the change and a description of the alternative plan?

· Is the sample size reasonable for the analytical strategy?

· Do the design of the study and analytical strategy account for rival explanations? 
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· Did the author present evidence of knowledge of the topic of research through references to and descriptions of relevant and current research?

Reviewer’s comments:

· Did the author address the major current theoretical perspectives on the problem at hand?

Reviewer’s comments:

· Did the author convince you of the importance of the research question or hypothesis? 

Reviewer’s comments:

· Does the author’s rationale form a coherent argument for the research problem through the use of sound logic and relevant citations?

Reviewer’s comments:

· Does the author end the Introduction with a concise and focused summary and statement of the problem or research hypothesis?

Reviewer’s comments:

· Does the Introduction overall make sense logically and empirically?
Reviewer’s comments:
Methods Section
· Does the Participants section provide sufficient information to inform the reader of the key characteristics of the participants selected for the study and methods of the selection and assignment of the participants?
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· Are the materials and assessment instruments clearly described, including methods for determining their reliability and validity where appropriate?
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Evaluation Criteria and Comments:  In addition to the questions presented above, the stylistic aspects of the paper also weigh in on the ability of the reader to follow arguments and comprehend the main points in the paper. Below are several key elements of this aspect of the paper. Each criterion is followed by three levels of performance ranging from Excellent to 3 (the highest) to 1 (the lowest).  Authors are most helped when examples are marked in the text when criteria are not met.
1. Paper(s) reflects cohesion in structure appropriate for expository text. Rating:___________
· 3: Obvious and consistently  smooth transitions between sentences, paragraphs, and sections

· 2: Occasional occurrence of ambiguous or unclear transitions between sentences, paragraphs, and sections. However, a majority of the transitions are clear and unambiguous.

· 1: Frequent  ambiguous  or  unclear transitions between sentences, paragraphs, and sections 

2. Paper(s) reflects excellence in APA style, mechanics, spelling, and syntax. Rating_______________
· 3: No errors
· 2: Few Errors (<1/page)

· 1: Frequent Errors (>1/page)



3. Paper(s) includes clearly stated main ideas or themes.  Rating:_______________
· 3: Main ideas or themes are consistently and  clearly signaled for the reader by appropriate rhetorical devices
· 2: Writing reflects inconsistent signaling of main ideas or themes
· 1: Main ideas or themes are obscure and ambiguously identified
4. Main ideas or themes are logically and coherently connected to supporting information. Rating:__________
· 3: Main ideas or themes are consistently and obviously linked to supporting information
· 2: Main ideas or themes are inconsistently or ambiguously related to supporting information 
· 1: Main ideas or themes generally lack supporting information
5. Citations providing support for premises and assertions reflect valid and reliable primary sources. Rating: _______________
· 3: Sources cited reflect academic and ideally refereed  work completed by the original author(s) and are clearly related to the related premise or assertion
· 2: Secondary  sources or sources from popular press are occasionally used to support premises or assertions
· 1: Frequent use of secondary sources or sources from popular press  to support premises or assertions
6. Paper(s) reflects attention to academic audience, rich and appropriate vocabulary, and readable style. Rating:______________
· 3: Style and vocabulary are appealing and appropriate for academic audiences 
· 2: Style includes  occasional  use of  colloquial as opposed to professional vocabulary
· 1: Overall style reflects lack of appeal to academic audiences and frequent use of colloquial vocabulary
7. Interpretations and conclusions are based on supported premises and clear, unambiguous logic. 

Rating: __________
· 3: Interpretations and conclusions are clearly, directly,  and consistently based on premises supported by primary academic sources
· 2: Relationships between interpretations or conclusions and premises are ambiguous or only implicitly supported
·  1: Relationships between interpretations or conclusions and supported premises are largely absent
8. Participants section provides clear and unambiguous descriptions of potential participants including expected sample size and method of selection.

· 3: Descriptions are clear and complete

· 2: Descriptions are lacking clarity

· 1: Descriptions are lacking in clarity and completeness

9. Materials or assessment instruments are clearly described and where appropriate descriptions for determining reliability and validity are presented.

· 3: Descriptions are clear and complete

· 2: Descriptions are lacking clarity

· 1: Descriptions are lacking in clarity and completeness

10. Procedures for conducting the study are presented with clarity and in sufficient detail to allow another researcher to replicate the study.

· 3: Descriptions are clear and complete

· 2: Descriptions are lacking clarity

· 1: Descriptions are lacking in clarity and completeness

11. Methods for data analysis are clearly described and reflect the research question or hypothesis, design, and data type.

· 3: Descriptions are clear and complete

· 2: Descriptions are lacking clarity

· 1: Descriptions are lacking in clarity and completeness

12. Overall the methods section makes sense given the constructs described in the introduction and the research question.

· 3: Methods clearly reflect the constructs in the introduction and the research question.
· 3: Methods lack clarity in some elements and the explicit relationship between elements of the methods and the research question are only partially specified.

· 1: Methods lack clarity overall and the relationship between elements of the methods and the research question are implicit at best.
13. Overall, the proposal is clear, logically organized, internally consistent, and is easily comprehensible.

· 3: Proposal is clear, logically organized, internally consistent, and is easily comprehensible.
· 2: Proposal, in places, lacks clarity, logical organization, internal consistency, and is difficult to follow (please note in text).
· 1: Proposal generally lacks clarity, logical organization, internal consistency, and is generally difficult to follow.
