Research Methods for the Learning Sciences

Assignment 1:  Experimental Design Paper Review
Due Thursday, January 21 before class.
We have selected an article for you to review:

Marcus, N., Cooper, M., & Sweller, J. (1996). Understanding instructions. Journal of Educational Psychology, 88, 49-63.

The goal of this project is for you to become familiar and more skilled with one of the key obligations of an active researcher: paper review. Many of you will be asked to review papers over the course of your career and in such reviews perhaps the most important thing is to critique the research methods used by the authors. In such a critique you will be looking primarily for threats to reliability and validity, but other issues are valid to address as well. Typically reviews are roughly 2 single spaced pages (it really depends on how many problems there are, of course), and they do not need to be formatted as an essay, unless that is your preference (in other words, don’t worry about essay style, but do organize your review in some fashion). Here is a short list of items that can be addressed in a review:
1. Plausible threats to reliability and validity that the authors have not adequately addressed?
2. Suggestions on how the author can fix the reliability and validity problems when they resubmit.

3. Significance of the work.

4. Places where the author is unclear or may be misunderstood.
5. Places where the author makes factual or typographical errors.

For this exercise, the primary focus should be reliability and validity, with references to points 3-5 taking up less than 25% of your review. In terms of grading, the most important requirement correctly identifying the problems with the study and describing how these problems can be fixed, the second most important requirement to make sure that you don’t make claims about the paper that are not true, and the third most important thing is to correctly label those problems with terms from the book.  
More generally, your work will be graded on:

· Using at least two concepts from the textbook appropriately

· Including examples (with page numbers) from the paper that correctly illustrate your chosen concepts

· Drawing conclusions about both the positive and negative aspects of the experimental design in the paper, with justification for your conclusions

· Discussing at least two ideas for redesigning the experiment to improve validity and/or reliability and explaining the reasoning behind those ideas with respect to concepts from the readings

