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Knowledge is learned contextually, but meant to be applied broadly, in general
ways; with experience, students should come to know this truth. I teach at a lib-
eral arts college where it is the norm to have the same students in several differ-
ent classes across their four undergraduate years. Like many teachers, 1 notice
that my students sometimes fail to apply knowledge acquired in one class to re-
lated issues in subsequent classes. I notice an acute breakdown between knowl-
edge and application in the case of research methods, an especially troubling oc-
currence because research methods is arguably the most important course for
undergraduate psychology students. Yet I know that my students know their
methodology: They just are not sure what to do with it or how to go about using
it outside the familiar context of a research methods class.

Ideally, students will use The Practical Researcher in a traditional first re-
search methods course where some exposure to research occurs. In combining
basic theory with a step-by-step guide to developing a research project, this text
will also serve as an excellent practical guide for independent studies or honors
students embarking on a semester-long or yearlong project.

The Practical Researcher addresses the gap between knowing and using the
discipline’s research methodology. It is written in an intentionally accessible
style so students will not wrestle with overly technical prose while learning
about the technical processes of research methods. A “practical researcher” is
someone who knows how to translate the theoretical side of research methodol-
ogy into practice. Theory is critically important to the teaching of research meth-
ods, but it does little good if students cannot use it effectively in actual research
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projects. Generally speaking, most undergraduate research methods books
describe essential concepts about what constitutes good psychological research,
but rarely provide concrete guidance about how to actually go about doing good
research. Unlike most books, this text acknowledges that research methodology
was created to be used, not merely studied.

Thus, The Practical Researcher addresses the “how-to” side of doing psy-
chological research by teaching students to organize a research project from
start to finish. It contains the material that is traditionally presented in solid re-
search methods texts (e.g., the logic of random assignment, measuring and ma-
nipulating psychological variables), but supplements it with exercises designed
to help students practice research skills (e.g., How do you randomly assign a
subject to one of three conditions in your study? How does one keep a record of
independent and dependent variables?). I believe that teaching students practical
techniques will enable them to more easily conduct psychological research. Ad-
ditionally, establishing pedagogical links between knowledge and its applica-
tion, emphasizing theory as well as practice, will help students retain what they
learn, thereby preparing them for graduate school or careers where problem
solving and familiarity with research methodologies are desirable.

ORGANIZATION

The text chapters are arranged sequentially, following the basic order of a re-
search project. Because the book is a guide to the practical side of the re-
search process, however, chapters can be read either sequentially or in an
order determined by the instructor. As a textbook, The Practical Researcher
is a hands-on guide that helps students develop research skills, conduct re-
search, and learn to be researchers. Most chapters include one or more practi-
cal research exercises. These exercises, which are designed to enhance writ-
ing, interpretive, organizational, and time management skills, appear after a
brief conceptual introduction of relevant topics. Students can model these ex-
amples for their own work, modify them, or in several cases, “fill in” the
blanks or checklists provided in the exercises. Those who engage in collabo-
rative research, for example, will be encouraged to write and sign a research
contract with their peers so that an effective division of labor is possible
(chapter 1). Chapter 5, which is devoted to ethical issues, provides instruction
on developing and writing Informed Consent Forms, debriefing scripts,
Human Subject Pool sign-up sheets, and research participation credit slips. In
chapter 8, students learn to interpret basic statistical results by putting into
words the relationships that common inferential tests examine, a required
skill invariably neglected by many existing methodology texts. Chapters
close with brief summaries and lists of key terms with page numbers where
explanation or examples can be found in the text. Recommended
readings with short annotations conclude each chapter, building upon themes
discussed therein.
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Each chapter contains one or more boxed features called “Research Digres-
sions.” The Research Digressions are meant to provide the reader with contex-
tual information that supplements the main text. The boxes variously answer
questions provoked in the reader, present practical applications of the material,
indicate advanced topics for further study, or clarify discussions in the main text
by exploring detailed examples.

The importance of writing well and often is stressed throughout the book, and
I have taken a decidedly different approach than most methods texts where writ-
ing is concerned. Unlike most informal research methods textbooks that give
short shrift to writing, I devote an entire, early chapter to writing in psychology
(chapter 3). This text does far more than place its discussion in a final or “throw-
away” chapter, or focusing exclusively on American Psychological Association
(APA) writing style issues (though the latter are discussed in great detail). I also
avoid the worst sin of all, which is to consign matters of writing to oblivion—or
simply an appendix,

What do I do about writing? I make the case that writing is—or should be—
the first and last consideration of all teachers, researchers, and students of psy-
chology. Beyond learning to present research results in prose form, I discuss
how to generate research ideas through writing, how to outline papers, and how
to give and receive effective peer feedback on written material. As will be evi-
dent to many readers, I am indebted to pedagogical strides made by writing in-
structors over the last decade or so (and it is my fond hope that psychologists
will embrace, even extend, this good work done by their colleagues in the hu-
manities). Writing is germane to the majority of the book’s aforementioned ex-
ercises, and a necessary skill for developing research ideas, searching the psy-
chological literature, laying the ground work for the eventual research project,
and presenting results to peers in formal or informal settings.

Studying the methodology of psychology matters a great deal, but learning to
use these methods to explore research questions matters still more, I hope this
book will help students to gain disciplinary knowledge as well as practice, to use
the particular to interpret the general.

SUPPLEMENTS

The Practical Researcher is accompanied by an Instructor’s Manual/Test
Bank (ISBN 0-07-018324-4). 1 wrote the Instructor’s Manual/Test Bank, which
provides the instructor with additional course tools that will expand on the course
material presented in the text. It contains complete and detailed outlines for each
chapter, lecture suggestions, chapter exercises, additional class activities (includ-
ing debate topics, guest speakers, field trips to campus sites, discussion sugges-
tions), suggested readings, and class discussion/essay questions. Each chapter is
followed by approximately 30 multiple-choice questions, which are classified as
factual, conceptual or applied. These test questions are also available in both
Windows (0-07-025184-3) and Mac (0-07-025200-9) versions of a computerized
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test bank. Please contact your local McGraw-Hill representative for details con-
cerning policies, prices, and availability, as some restrictions may apply.
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CHAPTER 1

A practical researcher is one who knows how to cleverly transform the
theory behind psychology’s research methodology into practice. Most re-
search methods text books describe essential, though often abstract, con-
cepts about what constitutes good psychological research, but they rarely
provide concrete guidance about how to actually do good research. The-
ory is obviously very important—even crucial—to research methods, but
so is being able to effectively implement key ideas and techniques in ac-
tual research projects. This book will combine these two perspectives in
order to teach you to be a practical researcher. Indeed, by the time you
have finished reading it, you will be able to conduct a theory-based re-
search project in psychology from start to finish.

Chapter 1 is an overview of the issues presented in the remainder of the
book. The first half of this chapter will introduce the theoretical orientation
of the field of psychology. Practical issues to consider when beginning
psychological research will be the focus of the second half of the chapter.

WHY DO RESEARCH?

An obvious question relevant to any book on research methods in psy-
chology is the following: Why study human behavior? In a sense, we
need to think about why research is important or worth doing before
we launch into an entire book devoted to the mechanics and intricacies
of actually doing it. In what ways does research allow us to move from
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armchair musings to the active exploration of a topic? Here are some of
the things that research allows you to accomplish:

* To move beyond idle curiosity into formulating questions.

¢ To reduce error and bias in the process of answering these questions,
thereby improving both the answer and your own reasoning skills.

* To test competing interpretations of events against one another so that
a best account of some phenomena can be isolated.

* To use quantitative and qualitative skills to solve problems.

To gain perspective on questions, to obtain a broader view, to go be-

yond the given information.

To add to collective knowledge, as well as your own personal store.

To create connections among otherwise disparate sources of information.

To apply results to the benefit of humanity.

To effectively communicate your ideas, written or spoken, to other

people.

This list is by no means exhaustive. Some of the points are lofty goals,
whereas others are more concrete. Some may be accomplished in an ini-
tial research effort, whereas others may only be achieved after much ex-
perience. Collectively, however, these points all suggest that research al-
lows us to make claims about the world—and events that occur within
it—that are supported by other sources besides mere opinion, conjecture,
and belief. In essence, we conduct research to provide an objective rather
than a subjective description of the world. We will now consider the
issue of objective versus subjective descriptions in more detail by dis-
cussing reason, a precursor to the scientific method.,

Reasoning Before Research

There are two general types of reasoning—inductive and deductive—that
scientists use in order to begin to think about research questions, and each
satisfies a different sort of research problem depending upon what infor-
mation is currently available. Inductive reasoning is the process of general-
izing from one or more observations in order to develop a more general
idea about a phenomenon. Such reasoning occurs when psychologists
begin to think about a relatively novel topic (e.g., daycare and its effects
on children) and they do not know what to expect (e.g., Does daycare
promote or hinder child development? Does daycare’s effect depend on
particular circumstances?). They may collect various sorts of observations
on children in daycare settings, examine them, and then formulate some
preliminary ideas about the possible psychological consequences of the
experience.

Induction is very useful when it comes to formulating preliminary hy-
potheses and, eventually, an integrated theory to explain some set of
events. The downside to inductive reasoning is that it may miss unob-
served factors that could be responsible for the effects we encounter. Know-
ing that an especially aggressive child has been in daycare since one year of
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age might lead to the conclusion that nonparental care leads to behavior
problems. This sort of inductive reasoning is not valid because it ignores a
host of other situational or individual factors besides daycare that could
cause childhood aggression (e.g., parenting styles, temperament).

Inductive reasoning is said to be the hallmark of a younger science, one
that lacks a unified theory and methodology. By this standard, psychology
is an inductive science because currently there is no single, dominant the-
ory of behavior. Indeed, your prior exposure to the field probably revealed
a host of competing theories, some of which were no doubt inconsistent
with one another. Similarly, there is no single, agreed upon psychological
method, but a variety of different and still emerging techniques.

In contrast to psychology, older, more established sciences, notably
physics, rely more heavily on deductive reasoning. Deductive reasoning in-
volves the use of an existing theory to create specific deductions, or conclu-
sions, regarding how an as-yet-unexamined phenomenon operates. Thus,
a general idea about relations among some collection of variables in the
world is examined in terms of its specific consequences for related vari-
ables. Deductions lead to specific, logical predictions that can be proposed
in an “If-Then” analysis (“If event A occurs, then event B should follow”)
and eventually tested in some investigation, experimental or otherwise.

Not all psychology is inductive, of course; deductive reasoning is em-
ployed as well. An intriguing case of deductive reasoning in develop-
mental psychology, for example, concerns the origins of inhibited or so-
cially restrained temperaments in some children. Is temperament
environmental or dispositicnal in origin? If inhibition is genetically in-
herited, then a greater degree of inhibition should be observed between
identical twins than between members of the general population (e.g.,
Kagan, 1994). Support for the prediction—a greater percentage of inhib-
ited temperaments is found among twins than strangers—implies that
there is a genetic link. The absence of support would also be useful be-
cause it challenges the researcher to re-evaluate the assumed link be-
tween temperament and genetics. Deductive reasoning, then, allows re-
searchers to make inferences about what variables did or did not lead to
some outcome.

Figure 1.1 illustrates the difference between inductive and deductive
reasoning by highlighting the direction of the inference process. When ob-
servations lead a researcher to create a theory, a “bottom-up” process, the
reasoning process is inductive. When the reverse occurs and an existing
theory is used to predict particular observations—reasoning begins in a
“top-down” fashion—the process is deductive. Psychology is a largely in-
ductive enterprise, but both types of reasoning are essential to the field
and, more generally, to the scientific method.

The Scientific Method

Across time, both natural and social scientists have focused reasoning and
formalized procedures of inquiry into what has come to be called the
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FIGURE 1.1

The Process of
Inductive Versus
Deductive Reasoning

Induction Deduction

(“Bottom-up” process) (“Top-down” process)

scientific method. Although there is no completely agreed upon definition,
the scientific method is an organized way of both asking and answering
questions about how the world works. The eventual goal of the scientific
method is to determine cause and effect relationships in the world: that is,
what particular event or series of events can definitively be said to lead
to—to cause—some subsequent state of nature.

The logic behind the emphasis on causality is very straightforward: If a
change in one event predictably leads to a change in another event, then
we can argue that the first event caused the change in the second. The
link between the two events allows us to draw a tentative conclusion
about the world. This conclusion is a basis for systematically changing
other events, observing their effects on still others, and ruling out alter-
native explanations so that both knowledge about the events and our
confidence in our conclusions grow.

With its emphasis on establishing causality among observable events,
the scientific method relies very heavily on empiricism. Empiricism is a
philosophy relying on direct experience to draw conclusions about the
world and events in it. For example, if I see a cue ball strike another bil-
liard ball, sending the latter flying across the pool table into a corner
pocket, then I can say that the first ball caused the second one to fall into
the pocket. Not only am I identifying cause and effect, but I do so by re-
lying on my visual sense.

The scientific method, however, requires that we verify our empirical
knowledge of the world in particular ways that reduce the possibility of
error or bias; after all, my eyesight may not be 20:20. We will discuss four
generally accepted criteria that comprise the scientific method.

First, the scientific method requires that researchers make careful ob-
servations about the world so that general conclusions—or facts—can be
drawn. A fact is a statement that is known to be true. For example, one
fact is that the average body temperature of a human being is 98.6 de-
grees Fahrenheit. Facts are useful because they allow scientists to assume
that if certain states of nature are true, then other ideas may logically



