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Section 1 
Writing a Scientific Essay 
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What is a Scientific Essay? 
 
An essay is a written form of communicating a sustained 
argument. The main aim is to answer a question or set of 
questions on any given topic through a logical and coherent 
presentation of the appropriate and relevant evidence. An essay 
is therefore an expression of knowledge in your own words, 
supported by relevant research. 
 
Although an effective essay displays skill in analysing the 
relevant literature and in fashioning a considered argument that 
answers the essay question, there are several elements to a good 
scientific essay, which we describe below. Where appropriate, 
we link each element to the generic grading criteria, which you 
can find in the course handbook.  
 

Elements of a Scientific Essay 
 

Answering the Question 
 
The single most important step in writing an essay is knowing 
what you are going to write about. That is, what is the essay 
question about?  
 
Essay questions either directly ask or imply a question. Your 
main task is to answer the question. Not answering the question 
posed by the essay title is one of the most common problems 
with student essays. Some essay titles can appear impossible at 
first. Do not be disheartened by an apparently difficult essay 
title.  
 
An effective approach is to break down the essay question into 
smaller questions. By breaking the large question into smaller 
questions you create a number of smaller tasks to complete 
instead of one large one.  
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Now, decide upon your theme or line of argument. Put the 
questions you have asked in order and see how they relate. 
Examine whether there are definitions and questions that can be 
answered together or need to be discussed in sequence. Always 
keep the central aim of your essay (the main question) in mind. 
Be sure to relate the answers to any sub-questions you have 
posed to the central theme. This way, you ensure that all points 
made in the essay clearly and explicitly contribute to answering 
the essay question. You then support your points with your 
knowledge and reading. 
 

Evidence of Knowledge and Reading 
 
To provide sufficient evidence, it is important that you go 
beyond lecture notes and the main recommended course texts. 
You should be looking for answers to questions, rather than just 
reading anything written on a subject. This will keep your 
research focused and stop you reading too much irrelevant 
material.  Further questions may arise whilst you are reading. 
Note these down and add them to the list of questions you 
generated previously. Once you have the answers you need to 
write an essay - stop! You cannot go on reading forever and 
there is a limit to how much information you can make use of in 
a word-limited essay. 
 
Knowledge in an essay is demonstrated through the use of your 
reading in answering the question. Through reading you 
interpret, process and integrate information, which becomes the 
basis for your understanding. Demonstration of knowledge 
happens when your understanding comes through in your essay. 
It may also be thought of as scientific understanding. 
Unsurprisingly, knowledge falls under ‘knowledge and 
understanding’ in the grading criteria. 
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Scientific Understanding 
 
Once you have the information to answer the questions you have 
set yourself, you need to plan how to present your main points, 
argument and supporting evidence as logically and coherently as 
possible.  
 
You should think of your essay as a set of logically connected 
building blocks. When you explain to your reader what you are 
doing and why information is relevant at key points in your 
essay, you demonstrate scientific understanding of what you 
are writing about. This means that you know what the theories 
and research findings are about as well as being able to write 
about them. This is closely connected with the element of 
independent thought.  Unsurprisingly (again), understanding falls 
under ‘knowledge and understanding’ in the grading criteria. 
 

Organisation and Relevance  
 
An organised essay is a coherent essay. It means that all parts of 
the essay are logically connected to the central argument. 
Coherence is closely related to the essay structure; following a 
structure means you present information in an organised style 
that helps to ensure the essay question is answered in a clear 
way. Organisation of work falls under ‘transferable and key 
skills’ in the grading criteria. 
 
A poor essay invariably has little explicit structure and the 
various sections of the essay are not logically related. This 
means the essay rambles on in a confusing way without a clear 
argument coming out of it. Frequently paragraphs are mere 
summaries of information without any explicit connecting 
argument. 
 
You do not need to tell the reader everything you know about a 
topic. Part of your mark is based on you knowing the difference 
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between relevant and irrelevant material. It is not sufficient to 
simply summarise the work of other writers. You must integrate, 
analyse and bring elements of the argument together in your 
own words to answer the questions. In this way you provide 
evidence of your intellectual input in the essay.  
 
Including irrelevant detail means that you will either have 
difficulty conforming to the required word limit or have 
difficulty in fitting a sufficient range of evidence into your essay 
to support your points. It is important to consider relevance of 
the literature you select and depends greatly on the essay 
question. Selection of information falls under ‘cognitive skills’ 
in the grading criteria. 

Independent Thought 
 
The reader of your essay must be able to distinguish easily 
between your own words and ideas that you have obtained from 
other sources. Filling an essay with quotations may compromise 
the coherence of your essay as well as give you less opportunity 
to demonstrate independent thought.   
 
Students are often confused by the fact that a psychology essay 
requires research findings or theories to support the points 
made, but at the same time opinion and independent thought is 
also needed. It is generally considered acceptable to use 
unsupported opinions if they are infrequently used, adequately 
justified, and if they are relevant to your answer of the essay 
question. 
 
Here are a couple of examples of independent thought that 
would be acceptable in an essay: 
 

• An idea you have formed about a particular topic that you 
use to link two points. 

• Evaluation of a study based on your knowledge and 
understanding of research methods. 
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And here are examples of unsupported opinion that would not be 
acceptable in an essay: 
 

• A personal belief or value (e.g., “It is common knowledge 
that...”) 

• Sweeping statements (e.g., “Psychologists agree that...”) 
• Attempts to cover over lack of knowledge (e.g., “No 

research could be found on...”) 
 
To practice this element of an essay, remember that you are 
presenting your answer as a main theme or argument.  
 

• You must find the best way to tell your reader about it.  

• Look at the facts you have written.  

• Look at your own ideas on the topic.  

• Decide which facts and ideas will best support the main 
idea of your essay. 

• Once you have chosen the facts and ideas you plan to 
use, ask yourself which order to put them in the essay.  

• This is where you decide on your theme or main line of 
argument.  

• Your independent thought can then be used to ‘tell the 
story’.  

 

Critical Evaluation 
  

To critically evaluate is to engage your critical thinking skills. 
Critical thinking is an active, purposeful, organised, cognitive 
process you use to carefully examine your thinking and the 
thinking of others (e.g. textbook author’s research), in order to 
clarify and improve your understanding. Critical thinking can be 
defined in a number of ways, some of which include: 
 
• actively and systematically trying to understand, evaluate, 

and find flaws in arguments, methods and criteria; 
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• deciding what to believe after carefully evaluating the 
evidence and reasoning in a communication (e.g. a journal 
article); 

• having an inquiring mind and asking questions; 
• engaging in thinking that is responsible because it a) relies on 

criteria, b) is self-reflective, and c) is sensitive to context 
(e.g. knowing the intended source and not misrepresenting 
the author’s work). 

 
Critical evaluation is particularly important in Level 5 and Level 
6. Critical evaluation falls under knowledge and understanding 
and cognitive skills on the grading criteria.  
 
In the context of psychological study your critical thinking 
ability may be evident through: 
 

• assessing the validity of theoretical arguments; 

• critically analysing data; 

• raising relevant questions; 

• discovering the weaknesses in ideas, reasoning and evidence; 

• discovering the weaknesses in your own ideas, reasoning, and 
evidence.  

 
Critical reflection falls under transferable and key skills on the 
grading criteria. 

 
When writing an essay demonstrating critical thought will usually 
involve appropriately detailed descriptions of theories, 
concepts, and studies so that the reader can follow what you 
have evaluated and what the points of your argument relates to. 
For example, if you are evaluating the methodology of a piece of 
research, then describing what the methods used in the study 
were helps to illustrate your point.  
 
In the list of direction words below you will see critical 
evaluation described as the requiring of you to: “Give your 
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verdict as to what extent a statement or research findings are 
true, or to what extent you agree with them.” Your verdict may 
be difficult for a reader to follow if you are not also describing 
and explaining the relevant theories, concepts or studies. 
 
Critical evaluation should focus on key research. This means 
that through selection of what research to use for your 
argument, you are also evaluating its relevance to the essay 
question. However, key pieces of research that strongly support 
your points should be critically evaluated. 
 
As you begin to critically consider and question make note of 
your own opinions, ideas and questions that may surface. Include 
your opinions, ideas and questions in your essay but support 
these with evidence, information and/or examples. Supported 
opinions are key in showing critical ability. 
 
Critical evaluation is one of the most complex cognitive skills 
you will take with you after completing university. If you are 
keen to develop or advance your critical evaluation skills, then 
you may wish to choose the option unit, HPS412 Psychological 
Inquiry in Period 2 Level 4. Critical evaluation is also a core 
ability assessed in Level 5 and Level 6 so practice and 
development is essential to improve or maintain your standard. 
Another suggestion is to supplement this guide with specific 
reading on critical thinking skills available through further 
reading; some texts are suggested below: 
 
Cottrell, S. (2011). Critical thinking skills: Developing effective 
analysis and argument. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

• A sample chapter is available here: 
http://www.palgrave.com/PDFs/9780230285293.pdf  

 
Forshaw, M. (2012). Critical thinking for psychology students. A 
student guide. Chichester: BPS Blackwell.  
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Writing Psychologically 
 
As well as the above elements, scientific writing should be clear, 
concise and information and ideas should be expressed simply. 
This requires the writing to be accurate, objective and value 
free (Smyth, 2004). In addition, the argument should adopt an 
evidence-based approach, the essay should be based on credible 
sources, and these sources should be clearly indicated through 
the use of in-text citations and references.  
 
For further guidance, we recommend the following text: 
 
Smyth, T. R. (2004). The principles of writing in psychology. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

• A sample chapter is available here: 
http://www.palgrave.com/PDFs/9781403942364.pdf  

 
 
 

 
 
  

Essay writing is by no means an easy skill to learn, but all you 
need to do is try it. After one or two essays, the tutor’s 
feedback will give you an idea of how well you’re doing for 
future direction. 
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The Essay Structure 
 

Introduction 
 
The key task of the introduction is to explain to your reader 
what the essay is about and how it will develop. You are 
sketching an outline which can be expanded in the main text. 
Writing a good introduction forces you to confront what 
arguments your essay will present. Burns and Sinfield (2012) 
suggest the introduction should be 5% of the permitted word 
count.  

 
Set out the question and sub-questions to which you are 
responding but take care that this does not become a summing 
up of your essay. Mention how you are going to approach the 
task of answering these questions. Define and discuss key terms, 
explain and defend your choice of approach. 
 

Main Body 
 
Burns and Sinfield (2012) suggest that the main body of the essay 
should be 80% of the permitted word count. The main body of an 
essay is made up of supporting paragraphs. These are a 
structured way of developing the main idea of your essay. Here 
are some suggestions of how you might write them: 
 
1. List the points that develop the main idea of your essay; 
2. Place each supporting point in its own paragraph; 
3. Develop each supporting point with facts, details, and 
examples. 
 
To connect your supporting paragraphs, you should use special 
transition words. Transition words link your paragraphs together 
and make your essay easier to read. Use them at the beginning 
and end of your paragraphs.  
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Examples of transition words that can help you to link your 
paragraphs together:  
 
• For listing different points: First; Second; Third 
• For counter examples: However; Even though; On the other 

hand 
• For additional ideas: Another; In addition to; Related to; 

Furthermore; Also 
• To show cause and effect: Therefore; Thus; As a result of; 

Consequently 
 

Like all good paragraphs, each supporting paragraph should have 
a topic sentence, supporting sentences, and a summary 
sentence.  

 

Conclusion 
 
The Conclusion is a summary paragraph and should be 15% of the 
permitted word count (Burns & Sinfield, 2012). The summary 
paragraph comes at the end of your essay after you have finished 
developing your ideas. It summarises or restates the main idea of 
the essay. You want to leave the reader with a sense that your 
essay is complete. Here is a suggestion of how you might write 
one: 

1. Restate the strongest points of your essay that support 
your main idea.  

2. Conclude your essay by restating the main idea in 
different words.  

3. Give your personal opinion or suggest a plan for action.  
 

An important point is that you are summarising something you 
have already written. Therefore, if you introduce anything new 
(such as a concept, theory, and study) it will cause confusion for 
the reader. When you give your personal opinion or suggest 
further research, make sure it links with the summary of your 
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essay. That way it will read as a natural conclusion to your 
argument. 
 

Proof Reading and Editing  
 
It is unfortunate that many essays are awarded a low grade 
because the writers have not re-read the essay prior to 
submission. The reasons are that poor spelling and poor grammar 
cause sentences and paragraphs to be confusing, affecting the 
meaning you are trying to convey. Once your argument is 
compromised it is likely to appear that you haven’t answered the 
question very well, if at all. 
 
To ensure you hand in an essay that reflects the best of your 
abilities, use the following tips for proof reading and editing. 
 
• Read your essay again: don’t submit it in without reading it 

at least once. You can fix any problems you hadn’t noticed 
before or add/remove/re-write to enhance the quality of 
your essay. 

• Check your spelling: don’t rely on the spell checker on the 
word processing package as it doesn’t check the context of a 
word. 

• Check your grammar: don’t rely on the word processing 
package 
• Make sure that each sentence makes sense 
• Make sure each sentence has a subject. 
• Make sure your subjects and verbs agree with each other. 
• Check the verb tenses of each sentence. 

• Make sure that each paragraph makes sense: sometimes 
sentences in a paragraph don’t link very well and it may just 
take changing/adding a word or two to fix. 

 

 
 
Tip! Make a habit of getting a second person to read your 

essay. They might spot things that you’ve missed!  
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Direction Words 
 
Direction, or process, words are the words commonly used in 
essay and exam questions to tell you how the topic should be 
approached. It’s essential to understand what direction words 
mean – if you misunderstand you may not answer the question.  
 
Read through the tables on the next two pages to get a good 
understanding of what is required of an answer. 
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Direction Words used in Essay and Exam 
Questions 
 
Analyse Break an issue into its constituent parts. Look in depth 

at each part using supporting arguments and evidence 
for and against as well as how these interrelate to one 
another. 

Assess  Weigh up to what extent something is true. Persuade 
the reader of your argument by citing relevant 
research. Point out any flaws and counter-arguments, 
too. Conclude by stating clearly how far you are in 
agreement with the original proposition. 

Compare Identify the similarities and differences between two or 
more phenomena. Say if any of the shared similarities 
or differences are more important than others. 
'Compare' and 'contrast' will often feature together in 
an essay question. 

Contrast Similar to compare, but concentrate on the 
dissimilarities between two or more phenomena, or 
what sets them apart. Point out any differences which 
are particularly significant. 

Critically 
Evaluate 

Give your verdict as to what extent a statement or 
research findings are true, or to what extent you agree 
with them. Provide evidence taken from a wide range 
of sources which both agree with and contradict an 
argument. Come to a final conclusion, basing your 
decision on what you judge to be the most important 
factors and justify how you have made your choice. 

Criticise Make a judgement (backed by a discussion of the 
evidence or reasoning involved) about the merit of 
theories or opinions or about the truth of facts. 

Define Provide in precise terms the meaning of something. 
Bring to attention any problems posed with the 
definition and different interpretations that may exist. 

Demonstrate Show how, with examples to illustrate. 

Describe Provide a detailed explanation as to how and why 
something happens. 

Discuss Present a written debate in which you use your skill at 
reasoning, supported by carefully selected evidence to 
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make a case for and against an argument, or point out 
the advantages and disadvantages of a given context. 
Remember to arrive at a conclusion. 

Distinguish This is often used with the word ‘between’. Point out 
differences and similarities, unique characteristics 
and/or consequences. 

Examine Look in close detail and establish the key facts and 
important issues surrounding a topic. This should be a 
critical evaluation and you should try and offer reasons 
as to why the facts and issues you have identified are 
the most important, as well as explain the different 
ways they could be construed. 

…with 
examples 

Use research findings, debates, relevant concepts 
and/or similar instances as clarifying details to support 
general statements and main ideas. 

Explain Clarify a topic by giving a detailed account as to how 
and why it occurs, or what is meant by the use of this 
term in a particular context. Your writing should have 
clarity so that complex procedures or sequences of 
events can be understood, defining key terms where 
appropriate, and be substantiated with relevant 
research. 

Explore  Adopt a questioning approach and consider a variety of 
different viewpoints. Where possible reconcile opposing 
views by presenting a final line of argument. 

Illustrate A similar instruction to 'explain' whereby you are asked 
to show the workings of something, making use of 
definite examples and statistics if appropriate to add 
weight to your explanation. 

Interpret Demonstrate your understanding of an issue or topic. 
This can be the use of particular terminology by an 
author, or what the findings from a piece of research 
suggest to you. In the latter instance, comment on any 
significant patterns and causal relationships. 

Justify Make a case by providing a body of evidence to support 
your ideas and points of view. In order to present a 
balanced argument, consider opinions which may run 
contrary to your own before stating your conclusion. 

Outline Convey the main points placing emphasis on global 
structures and interrelationships rather than minute 
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detail. 

Relate Show connections, correlations, relationships and/or 
points of association between ideas and facts. Include 
similarities, parallel occurrences or effects, common or 
simultaneous influences. 

Review Look thoroughly into a subject. This should be a critical 
assessment and not merely descriptive. 

State Specify in clear terms the key aspects pertaining to a 
topic without being overly descriptive. Refer to 
evidence and examples where appropriate. 

Summarise Give a condensed version drawing out the main facts 
and omit superfluous information. Brief or general 
examples will normally suffice for this kind of answer. 

To what 
extent… 

This calls for a thorough assessment of the evidence in 
presenting your argument. Explore alternative 
explanations where they exist. 

 
Writing Essays in Examinations 
 
An essay written in an exam should follow the same format as an 
essay written for coursework. Naturally, it will be shorter as you 
have less time to write it. Here are some tips and ideas on how 
to improve your exam performance: 
 

Read the question 
 
Ensure you understand what is required to answer the question 
(e.g., What is the subject? What is the direction word?) 
 

Plan 
 
Spend a few minutes at the start of the exam to create an 
outline plan. This will help you: 
a) Remember all relevant information relating to the question; 
b) Write a coherent essay in a short space of time; 
c) Ensure you answer the question! 
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Write the essay 
 
Make sure you stick to a typical essay structure. One sentence 
using key words in the question is usually enough for an 
introduction. Stick to your plan to help you link each paragraph 
to the question and end with a concluding sentence wrapping up 
the points you’ve raised. 

 

Keep track of time 
 
It is important that you complete an essay answer, so keeping an 
eye on the time is useful. One way is to leave your watch in 
front of you on the desk or regularly check the clock in the 
room. If you know how much time you have left you can pace 
your writing and make sure you finish the answer. 
  

Proof read 
 
When timing yourself leave a few minutes at the end for proof 
reading. Check your essay makes sense, grammar and spelling. 

 

Getting Help with Essay Writing 
 
This section has provided a brief overview of the essentials of 
essay writing. If you would like further assistance, perhaps on a 
specific issue, what can you do? 
 

Writing guides 
 
There are lots of books that give advice about how to produce 
good essays and some of these are written just for psychology 
undergraduates. The following are available in the SSU library: 
 
Collins, S.C., & Kneale, P.E. (2000). Study Skills for Psychology 
Student: A Practical Guide. London: Hodder Education. 
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Cottrell, S. (2008). The Study Skills Handbook (3rd ed.). 

Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan. 
 
Latto, J., & Latto R. (2009). Study Skills for Psychology 
Students. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

 

• Essay writing advice can be found in Chapter 4.  
 

Succeed@solent – visit ML002 
 
The University provides general advice about writing skills. Much 
of this can be accessed via the University websites and 
myCourse. Various options are available:  
 

o View tutorial video clips 
o Download tutorial summaries 
o Test your knowledge using quizzes 
o Download essay templates and checklists 

 
You can also drop into the skills helpdesk at the library or Access 
Solent in RM023. More information about opening hours and 
contact details are available online and on leaflets distributed 
throughout the campus. 
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Section 2  
Writing a Scientific Research Report  
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Why report research? 
 

Progress in Science  
 
Progress depends on active communication between researchers 
within and between fields of study. It is therefore essential to 
describe the results of empirical research as accurately and as 
effectively as possible. This maintains a steady progress of 
scientific study, where theories and ideas can be tested, 
disputed, strengthened or rejected, but most importantly: 
discussed. 
 

Replicability  
 
A replicable experiment or study is essential in scientific 
enquiry. In principle, it should be possible for someone else to 
repeat your research. The reader must be able to understand 
what was done, why it was done, and how it was done.  The 
report should describe the ‘recipe’ for how to conduct the 
research, particularly the Method section.  
 
Clarity is essential in scientific writing. The aim is to be explicit 
and avoid ambiguity, without being too wordy. The reader will 
then be able to repeat the research in all its essential procedural 
features. Quite often, different researchers report quite similar 
experiments or studies that yield different results. In order to 
work out why this happened one needs full information about 
what was done. If you treat replicability as a goal, and ask 
yourself, as you write, whether the reader could achieve this 
goal, you are unlikely to go wrong. 
 

Report Structure 
 
There is no single correct way to set out scientific reports. 
Scientific journals vary in their format, and you will find that 
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different members of the academic staff have their own 
preferences as regards presentation.  In addition, different 
methodologies may result in slight variations in format.  
Imposing a rigid format would be impractical for some areas of 
our discipline. Therefore the format suggested here should be 
taken as a general guide. If you divide your report into sections 
and give them clear headings this will assist the reader (marker) 
to understand your report without difficulty. One of the best 
ways to acquire a feeling for report writing is to read articles in 
psychology journals. Publications such as the British Journal of 
Psychology, British Journal of Social Psychology, Quarterly 
Journal of Experimental Psychology, and British Journal of 
Developmental Psychology are good places to start.  
 

General considerations on writing style 
 
You should write in connected prose throughout the report, 
never let it degenerate into a series of mere notes. Please write 
in the third person, i.e. avoid the use of self-reference (I or 
we), e.g., “The participants were asked  ...” rather than “We 
asked ...” Also, write in past tense; the report describes what 
has been done. 

 
Format for Research Reports 
 
Typically, you should include a title, an abstract, an 
introduction, a method section, a results section, a discussion, a 
references section and finally the appendices, in this order. 
Each of these sections is quite specific in terms of content.  
 

Title 
 
The title should be brief yet clear enough to give the reader an 
idea of the topic being reported. Avoid expressions like:  
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An Experiment to... 

A Demonstration of... 
 
Browse through psychology journals in the library; you will see 
titles are informative yet economical in words. The most 
common type of title states only the independent variable (what 
you manipulated) and the dependent variable (what you 
measured) and is sometimes presented as a question. For 
example: 
 

The Effect of Sleep Loss on Memory Performance 

Do People Avoid Sitting Next to Someone Who Is Facially Disfigured? 

 
Abstract 
 
Although this comes first in the report, it is often sensible to 
write it last! It is quite a challenge to say what was done, why it 
was done and how in a minimum number of words (i.e. about 
150-200 words). However, the Abstract should encapsulate all 
the key features of your report (i.e. theory, hypothesis, method, 
key results and conclusions) to give the reader a good idea of the 
contents of your report. About 1-2 sentences per section is a 
good standard. Also, be sure to write the Abstract as one 
paragraph only (one continuous block of text). 
 

Introduction 
 
In the introduction you introduce the study by: 
1. Summarising relevant background literature, and  
2. Demonstrating how the study you are reporting has developed 
from it.  
 
Highlighting problems and controversies is especially useful as 
these often act as triggers for research. Typically, the 
introduction begins with broad general statements and then 
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progressively narrows down to more specific considerations - 
then the particular concerns and purposes of your study.  
 
The final paragraph needs to be a clear statement of the 
questions to be addressed and/or hypotheses to be tested. 
Sometimes it is sensible to number these so that you can refer 
back to them later in the report; however, it is important to 
show that the hypotheses have flowed clearly from the 
introduction. Thus it is more common to incorporate them as 
text rather than numbered points. If you do number your 
hypotheses then you should not refer to them just by number in 
a subsequent section, since it is not the reader’s job to have to 
turn back pages to see what each number refers to. Thus: 
 
The introduction begins broadly:  
  

Individuals differ radically from one another in the degree to 

which they are willing and able to express their emotions. 
 
It becomes more specific:  
   

Indeed, the popular view is that such emotional expressiveness is a 

central difference between men and women. ... But the research 

evidence is mixed... 
 
And more so:   
    

There is even some evidence that men may actually... 
 
Until you are ready to introduce your own study in conceptual 
terms:   
 

In this study, the emotional reactions of both men and women 

were recorded while watching...  
 
An introduction should be succinct and focused. It is not an 
opportunity to display the depth and breadth of your knowledge 
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in a particular area. It might be tempting to show your reader 
how much reading you have done by including everything you 
have read, however, if it is not relevant to the practical- do not 
include it.  Your grasp of a topic is demonstrated as much by 
what you decide to leave out as by what you include. 

 

Method 
 
‘Method’ is the main heading for this section of the report which 
describes exactly what was done and how this was done, and is 
the main section by which others could attempt to replicate your 
study. The Method section is subdivided in the manner and order 
shown below. 

  

Design   
The design section is a technical summary of your study 
procedure and is normally not longer than one paragraph. In this 
section you need to describe your independent variables (or IVs) 
and dependent variables (or DVs). You should also describe the 
number and characteristic levels of the independent variables 
(e.g., 2 levels, visual versus oral presentation mode) and 
whether all participants experienced each level (within-subjects 
design/repeated measures design) or different groups were 
assigned to the different levels (between-subjects 
design/independent measures design). Note that where you have 
a correlational design, you refer to your variables simply as 
variables, not as IVs and DVs. 
 

 
 
 

Note: The order of the following sections within the method 
is not set. Consider your particular report and whether it 
makes sense for you to present them in a particular order. 
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Participants  
At a minimum, you need to state the number of participants, age 
(mean, standard deviation and range are usually sufficient), 
gender (number of males and females), and whether the group 
had any particular characteristic relevant for the study (e.g., 
socio-economic group, educational background, previous 
experience of the procedure). You should also indicate how the 
participants were recruited: did you ask people in the 
coffee-bar, passers-by in the street, colleagues at work, etc.? If 
you gave them some reward or payment, this should be 
mentioned as well. If characteristics such as ethnicity or 
educational background are not relevant then do not include 
them. 

 
Materials / Apparatus  
The key is to be as accurate as possible without the minutest 
detail. For example, you would only mention the need for a pen 
if this pen was part of the experiment. Though you may in your 
logbook have entered items used in list form, in the report you 
must write in prose; do not simply give lists of items.  
The construction and content of any stimulus materials used in 
your study should be described along with any specific pieces of 
apparatus used (use technical or other recognised names where 
possible). You should provide a description, which would enable 
the reader to repeat the experiment in its essential features. 
Sometimes a simple diagram is very helpful. But do not spend 
time drawing elaborate diagrams or pictures; these are rarely 
necessary.  Materials also include interview schedules, 
questionnaires, and coding systems for observational research. 
You should describe the general structure of such materials, for 
example:  
 

…the questionnaire consisted of 30 statements on attitudes 

towards homosexuality (15 positive, 15 negative) for which the 

respondents had to indicate their level of agreement on a 5-point 

scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).  
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Place full copies in an Appendix:  All items placed in an Appendix 
must be referred to in the text, for example:  
 

A full copy of the questionnaire is presented in Appendix A.  
 

Procedure  
Set out the details in true chronological order of the events as 
they occurred. Try not to be long-winded over this but provide 
sufficient detail so that readers could repeat the study for 
themselves. If the experiment included specific instructions 
given to participants, these may need to be given in full (if 
lengthy put them in an appendix); more often you need only to 
convey the spirit of the instructions. Further details that can be 
included (dependent on the type of study) are how the stimuli 
were presented, whether people were tested alone or in groups, 
the nature of the responses and how they were recorded, what 
debriefing occurred and how subjective reports were collected. 
 

Ethical considerations 
Any research that has human (or animal) participants will need 
to consider ethics.  You should read and be familiar with the BPS 
code of ethics before you conduct research.  This section 
requires you to reflect on the particular ethical issues of your 
study.  These may include: 
 

• How you recruited your participants - Did they take part 
through choice?;  

• Who were your participants – In order to be judged able to 
give informed consent, your participants should be over 18, 
and not cognitively impaired; 

• Whether the participants receive any incentive to take 
part - Offering incentives may mean they might participate 
when they would not have if no incentive was offered. You 
should discuss the procedures in place to ensure that 
participants do not feel pressured to do your study; 
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• The effect on the participant – Many factors may affect a 
participant.  Whilst the ethics committee will not allow 
research to go ahead if there is risk of psychological or 
physical harm, occasionally you may want to study how the 
participant reacts to, for example, mild psychological stress.  
You should explain the likely effect on the participant and 
describe why this is justified and how you will return them to 
their original state. 

 
Depending on your study, you may have other ethical issues you 
should discuss.   

 

Results 
 
This section presents the data you have collected and needs to 
be presented clearly so that others can evaluate what you have 
found for themselves, if necessary. Before presenting your 
results you need to:  
1. Know what you are trying to communicate;  
2. Select the most clear and appropriate ways to do so.  
 
It is essential that you do not interpret the data (in terms of 
your hypotheses or previous research) in the Results section; 
save that until the discussion. Your aim is to simply present the 
key findings in the most straightforward manner. Use connected 
prose supported by numbered tables and/or figures (graphs) 
which are referred to in your text (see below).  
 
The Results section should start with a brief statement about the 
major finding and a reference to a table or figure presenting it. 
For example,  
 

Note: There will always be ethical considerations. 
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The data of the two groups of respondents are shown in Table 1, 

which indicates that the mean score for group A was lower than 

group B.  
 
Try to present the results that are pertinent to the aim of the 
study, and to leave out unnecessary detail. The results section 
usually presents tables of averages and measures of dispersion 
(e.g., standard deviations) rather than data on individual 
participants, which should be presented in an Appendix.  
 
Tables and figures should be presented in the Results section and 
not in the appendices, for ease of reference.  These should be 
labelled clearly with a number (Table 1, Figure 4, etc.) and have 
a title that indicates what the contents are. A title that reads 
“Average scores of the two groups” is not sufficient. Write an 
informative title indicating what the inserted values represent 
(always specify measurement units). For example:  
 

Table 1. 

Number of Items Correctly Recalled for Groups with Oral and 

Visual Presentation  
 
Avoid titles such as “Table to show ...” The reader should be 
able to understand a table or figure without reading the text. Do 
not provide a table and a figure of the same data and do not try 
to insert too much information. Summarise the key features 
briefly in the text.   
 
It is not appropriate to repeat the data presented in the table or 
figure in the text, instead describe the general trends in the 
data similar to the example given in the previous paragraph.  All 
graphical representations of your data should be referred to as a 
“Figure” and not, for example, a “Chart” or a “Graph”. 
 
You may have conducted statistical tests and analyses on the 
data (this is not required in the first period of Level 4 but will be 
in the second period and in Levels 5 and 6). Calculations or SPSS 
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output should not appear in the body of the text, but should 
be shown clearly in an appendix so that a reader can follow them 
easily if necessary. Be clear about the outcome of your 
statistical analyses. In the main text summarise the key findings 
and cite test statistics in parentheses as appropriate, for 
example:  
 

... the group receiving contextual information recalled 

substantially more than the no-context group (t (22) = 2.12, p < 

.05).  
 
Observe that the symbols between the parentheses indicate the 
calculated statistic that was obtained (t=2.12), the degrees of 
freedom (df = 22) and whether the outcome was significant 
(where p <.05, it signifies that the result is significant at the 5% 
level, p >.05 signifies that the result is not significant at the 5% 
level).   
 
Probability values can also be stated as either p >.05 (or n.s.), p 
<.05, p <.01, or p <.001, depending on which is applicable.  
Exact probability values are not normally stated in the text 
unless it is very close to (but not) significant and you wish to 
make this observation in the discussion (e.g., p =.055) 
 
You can find further guidance on how to report statistics on the 
following webpage: 
http://facelab.org/debruine/Teaching/Meth_A/files/Reporting_Statisti
cs.pdf  

 
You must show that you understand what the results of your 
statistical tests mean, for example:  
 

Therefore it can be seen that those in the treatment condition had slower 

reaction times than the control group.  
 
Be careful here that you do not interpret the results in terms of 
the hypotheses or previous research, but that you simply 



Thinking & Writing Psychologically 
 

- 34 - 

describe them. Furthermore, results that are not significant can 
be highly informative, and should therefore not be left out. 

 
Discussion 
 
This must begin with a clear verbal description of the key 
findings, and then move on to consider what bearing these 
findings might have upon the original question(s) or 
hypothesis(es). Be sure to refer back to issues raised in the 
Introduction and interpret your study in relation to them. Do 
your findings correspond to those of previous researchers? If not, 
you need to suggest why. In psychological practicals, the 
experiment often does not produce the ‘expected’ outcome. 
Failing to find the ‘expected’ result is not necessarily a sign that 
you have done something wrong (i.e. many psychological 
phenomena are ‘unstable’ and therefore difficult to replicate); 
and obtaining the expected result does not mean that it was a 
good experiment (indeed you should never describe an 
experiment as good or bad on the basis of whether it supported 
the hypothesis or not). However, failing to obtain the predicted 
effect may be due to the way the experiment was conducted and 
any dissimilarities between your and previous studies.  

 
Consider any problems with your study and identify 
dissimilarities with other studies. For example, was your sample 
of participants smaller or different in respect to age, gender, 
motivation etc., or was your mode of presentation different 
(computer versus paper-and-pencil)? You should attempt to 
criticise your study, but try to do so constructively. If you were 
to repeat the study, would you alter the methodology, in which 
way and why? Can you think of better ways of testing the 

Important note: It is impossible to PROVE a hypothesis – it 
can only ever be supported. 
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hypotheses? What further experiments do you suggest? (Give 
sensible suggestions with justification.) 
 
Clear and lucid descriptions are required and unsupported 
personal opinions and over-generalisations should be avoided. 
Only conclusions warranted by your results should be drawn, and 
where speculations are made this must be made clear to the 
reader. A good ending of this section is a paragraph, which 
recapitulates the conclusions, which can be drawn from the 
study described, and/or implications for theory and practice. 

 
Referencing is the same for all scientific writing on the BSc 
(Hons) Psychology course, combined Psychology courses and 
Psychology (Specialism) courses. Please read about referencing 
in Section 5 of this guide.  
 

Appendices 
 
As mentioned earlier, you should provide appendices containing, 
for example, the full instructions given to participants, the raw 
data, and calculations for any statistical analyses or SPSS output.  
In addition, if you have generated lists of words or other stimulus 
materials for use in your study, they should also be included as 
an appendix. Your appendices must always include your signed 
ethical approval form.  The different information should be put 
in lettered appendices so that you can refer to them easily in 
your text.   
 
The appendices should appear in the order they are referred to 
in the text.  Firstly, write your report noting the order in which 
you refer to appendices, then organise your appendices in the 
sequence that they appear in the text.  You should use letters 
(NOT numbers) to name your appendices (e.g. Appendix A, 
Appendix B etc). 
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This is not a rough work section and all information should be 
presented clearly and unambiguously. It is perhaps unfortunate 
that such sections only rarely appear in published journal 
articles. 
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Section 3 
Writing Qualitative Reports: Some 
Additional Guidelines 
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The general structure of a report based on qualitative research 
is essentially the same as that for a report based on quantitative 
research (see Section 2). However, the content of a qualitative 
report will differ in a number of important respects. These are 
outlined below. 
 

General points 
 
The terminology you use will be different. In a qualitative report 
you are not carrying out an experiment nor are you an 
experimenter (use the terms “study, “research” and 
“researcher” instead).  You should never refer to variables or 
state that you are testing a hypothesis. Such terms are only 
appropriate for research that attempts to establish and measure 
causal and/or correlational relationships. In qualitative research 
the aims are different, here you are aiming to explore, identify 
and analyse meanings within the data and produce findings that 
will enable you to answer a carefully defined research question. 
 

Title and Abstract 
 
These are exactly the same as for a quantitative report. 
 

Introduction 
 
Generally this section will be similar in structure to that of a 
quantitative report (following the “hour glass” format”). 
However, an additional requirement is that, towards the end, 
there will need to be a general justification for the use of 
qualitative methodology (often this will be based on a critique of 
quantitative methods) and a precise rationale given for the 
particular qualitative approach you have chosen to use (e.g., 
phenomenology, discourse analysis). This section should end with 
a clearly stated research question, for example, “how do people 
experience close friendships?” 
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Method 
 
This section will have the same structure as that of a 
quantitative report (i.e. similar sub-headings); however the 
content of some of the individual sections will differ. These 
differences are as follows: 
 

Design 
This will comprise a concise description of the method of data 
collection used (e.g., semi-structured interview), the type/form 
of data collected (e.g., written transcripts of audio recordings), 
the topic (e.g., close friendships), the participants (e.g., 2nd year 
psychology students) and any relevant contextual details (e.g., if 
the study was conducted in schools, prisons, pubs, etc) 
 

Participants 
This section will be the same as for a quantitative report but 
may also include details about the researcher such as their age, 
gender and/or relationship to the participants, all of which are 
factors that may have an important influence on the nature of 
the data collected. 
 

Materials 
This will need to include descriptions of the “tools” used to 
collect your data (e.g., interview schedules, coding systems for 
observations) and a description of how/why these have been 
developed (e.g., on the basis of previous research findings). 
Remember to refer the reader to appendices where appropriate! 
 

Analysis (or, alternatively, Findings) 
 
This is the section that will differ most from that of a 
quantitative report (where it is often termed “results”). In this 
section you need to present your findings in a systematic, clear 
and unambiguous manner throughout. Often you will begin by 
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outlining  the type of analysis used and then go on to briefly 
provide an overview of the stages involved in carrying out your 
analysis (a paragraph or so should suffice).  You should then 
summarise what is about to be presented (so the reader knows 
what to expect) before moving on to a detailed presentation of 
your findings. 
 
Exact formats will vary depending on the type of analysis 
conducted but in general you should aim to present, in a logical 
order, the most important findings which could be the most 
salient themes, important codes, key discourses or perhaps 
notable patterns of behaviour. You should describe each of these 
in turn and, where appropriate, interpret and comment upon 
what you have found (referring to relevant theory), i.e. what do 
you think it means, what is its significance?  Your analysis should 
be supported throughout by excerpts from the data (including 
transcript and/or line numbers where applicable). Generally 
these quotes will stand alone from the text. 
For example: 
 

 “....my mate got so drunk one day he went and got his dad’s 

air rifle and shot himself in the foot, it’s mad I know but at the 

time we thought it was dead funny....(Lines 5-6, Transcript 4). 
 
Used in this way readers can then judge for themselves how 
plausible your analysis of the data is. However, take care not to 
overdo the quotes (they are not a substitute for analysis). Once 
you have presented your analysis conclude by summarising the 
key aspects of your findings (the points you want the reader to 
remember!) 
 
It is therefore often the case (and indeed expected) that this 
section will form the largest part of your report. 
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Discussion 
 
This section is similar to that of a quantitative report and 
involves a consideration of your findings in relation to your 
research question, an evaluation of the study (its strengths and 
weaknesses) along with any suggestions for improvement, and 
some consideration of where future research might lead. 
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Intentionally blank 
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Section 4 
Giving a Good Presentation 
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Presentations are often a source of anxiety for students.  
However, giving presentations is part of many job roles as well 
as conferences and other professional situations.  For example, 
one of our former students said the following when asked which 
of the skills that she developed whilst at university had been 
most useful for her job (she is an Assistant Psychologist): 
 

“Presentation skills – being able to speak clearly and 
confidently and knowing your subject has helped in 
interviews and in multi-disciplinary meetings at work 
where I have had to represent the psychology team.” 
(2007 Graduate) 

 
This section of the guide aims to provide you with the tools you 
will need to make presentations less daunting and improve your 
skills.  Remember that you need to learn to give presentations in 
the same way as you need to learn to write reports and essays. 
You will be making both group and individual presentations, so 
there will be opportunities to develop a wide range of skills. 
 

What makes a good presentation? 
 
When marking your presentations, we are looking for a number 
of different things: 
 

Coverage of the topic area / Use & quality of 
supporting information 
 
Obviously, one of the most important parts of the presentation is 
the content.  As with any written piece of work, you are 
expected to research your topic thoroughly in reliable sources.  
The same guidelines regarding content, structure and proof 
reading that apply to written work also apply to presentations. 
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Quality of communication 
     

Visual aids: The use of slides 
One of the main mistakes students make is to overcrowd the 
slides.  Don’t write down everything you plan to say.  This makes 
for a dull, often illegible presentation and distracts your 
audience as they will try to read the slide.  A slide for the above 
could read: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the skills you should try to develop for your slides is your 
ability to select the most important information and to be 
concise.  Therefore, leave plenty of time to write the slides: 
although a good slide might not have much on it, getting the 
right information will take time. 
 
One way to try to avoid overcrowding slides is to not use a font 
size below 18pt.  Also aim for taking between 1 and 1 ½ minutes 
to discuss a slide.  This should give a well-paced presentation. 
 
Illustrations (pictures, diagrams etc.) can liven up your 
presentation and help you explain a point.  However, choose 
them carefully as they need to be relevant and appropriately 
formatted (in the case of figures or tables; see Section 5: Tables 
and figures).  As in written reports, NEVER include raw SPSS 
output! 
 
Animation can also help clarify your points and make the 
presentation more interesting.  Beware of using too much as 

Key presentation mistake: Overcrowded slides 
Don’t write script on slides 

o Dull 
o Illegible 
o Distracts audience 



Thinking & Writing Psychologically 
 

- 46 - 

swooshes and words flying in from all directions is distracting 
and gets frustrating for the audience. 
 

Handouts 
It may be appropriate to give your audience a handout, but this 
is by no mean compulsory.  This could be a copy of the slides you 
are going to present or elaboration of a particular point or 
diagram etc. You might also decide to include some questions or 
an interactive segment for your audience. 

 

Verbal Communication 
There are a number of things to think about with your verbal 
communication.  What you want to say is one of the first 
considerations.  Many students write themselves a script of what 
to say, word for word.  Whilst this might be a good starting 
point, avoid using this on the day as the audience want to be 
talked to, not read to!  Using a script also means that if you lose 
your place, you are more likely to panic and forget where you 
are! Strange as it may seem, it is much better to only have bullet 
points on which to elaborate. Make yourself notes (similar to 
how you would write a good slide) from your script such that you 
know the concepts/studies you want cover.  Remember that 
what you would say in a presentation is NOT the same as what 
you would write, and your tutor is expecting a presentation. One 
of the easiest ways is to use index cards with prompts on, which 
will remind you what you want to say. You will probably surprise 
yourself with how much you can actually remember. 
 
Pace is also important.  When we are nervous (see the handling 
nerves section below), adrenalin is released which speeds up the 
heart rate.  We also tend to talk faster.  Therefore it is 
important to try to remember to keep your pace slow and 
steady. But not too slow! It is worth practicing so that you know 
that you will be within the time limit set for your presentation.  
 



Thinking & Writing Psychologically 
 

- 47 - 

Remember that everyone in the audience should be able to hear 
what you are saying.  So speak loud and clear. 
  

Non-verbal communication 
There are certain aspects of non-verbal behaviour that can be 
used to help your presentation.  Eye contact is one of the most 
important.  Looking at your audience helps to engage them.  It 
is very dull to listen to someone reading a script without looking 
up. However, if you are nervous of making direct eye contact 
look at the foreheads of your audience; they will not be able to 
tell the difference, but they will feel as though you are making 
eye contact.  You can also use the technique of looking at the 
back of the room, which will have the added bonus of making 
your voice carry more effectively.  

 
Handling Nerves 
 
Actually giving the presentation is the most nerve-wracking part.  
Nerves before (and during) a presentation are perfectly normal 
and there are a number of things you can do to try and combat 
them.  
 
Firstly, practice. A simple thing that makes a lot of difference!  
Practice by yourself so that you get to know what you want to 
say.  Also practice in front of others so that you get used to 
talking to an audience.  Practice in front of friends who can let 
you know if you are going too fast and what your volume and eye 
contact is like.  Becoming comfortable and familiar with what 
you want to say and how you are going to say it makes a big 
difference to nerves.   
 
Try to be yourself!  This will be easier the more prepared and 
relaxed you are with the material.  For example, you might want 
to use humour to get a point across. 
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Another consequence of nerves is that your mouth can get very 
dry.  Combat this by having a bottle of water handy.   
 

Other Things to Think About… 
 

Organisation of the presentation and speakers 
It is often useful to introduce yourself as a group and briefly 
mention who will cover what.  Make sure that your whole group 
knows what it is that they will be presenting and at what point.  
You might want to think about how you will hand over to the 
next speaker and how you will arrange yourselves (will you all 
stand all of the time or will only the speaker stand…). Make sure 
also that if you are doing a group presentation that you practice 
together. It is usually quite obvious when a group hasn’t met up 
and has put together individual pieces of work! 
 
Most of all try and enjoy your presentation. After all, you are 
conveying your knowledge of a subject, and your audience will 
be interested to know your views. And the more you do, the 
easier they will become. Believe us, we’ve been there! 
 

Getting Help with Giving Presentations 
 
This section has provided a brief overview of the essentials of 
giving presentations. For further information, you could refer to 
a study skills text, such as: 
 
Burns, T., & Sinfield, S. (2012). Essential study skills: The 
complete guide to success at university (3rd ed.). London: Sage. 
 
Latto, J., & Latto R. (2009). Study Skills for Psychology 
Students. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 
 

Parson, V. (2012). Study and communication skills for 
psychology. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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Section 5 
Citation and Reference Format Guide   
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Why Cite? 
 
Scientific writing is supported with evidence. Unsupported 
opinions or assertions should be avoided in your essays and 
research reports.  
 
When you cite references, you use the conventions of the 
discipline, so the key information appears in a consistent way 
that everyone can understand. Psychology journal articles mainly 
use the style of the American Psychological Association (APA), 
but there are many variations across the wide range of journals 
and textbooks. So, when you read, you are likely to encounter 
many other citation formats. 
 
This section of the guide provides a brief introduction on how to 
use APA style. For more details about APA style, see the 
following book, which is available in the library: 

 
American Psychological Association. (2010). Publication manual 

of the American Psychological Association (6th ed.). 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

 
You can take a free tutorial in APA Style on the following 
website: http://www.apastyle.org/learn/index.aspx  
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Ethical and Practical Considerations 
 
Whenever you write about something you have read you have an 
ethical and practical responsibility to cite its source. Ethically, 
you must give credit to the authors for their words and ideas. 
Practically, citations identify your sources to the marker (i.e. 
your tutors). Referencing and citations falls under the 
transferable and key skills on the grading criteria. 
 

Rules of Ethical Practice in Academic Writing 
 

1. Cite and reference only sources that you have actually 
read.  

2. Write in your own words.  
3. Always include a References page. 

 

Citing and Referencing a Source 
 
There are two parts to completing the citation of a source.  
 

1. Cite the source within the text, and 
2. List all cited sources on a References page 

 
The term citation describes how you reference a source within 
the text.  This can be an acknowledgement or a direct quote. 
There are primary and secondary citation formats. 
 
The term 'references' describes the list of sources you cite in 
your text.  
 
We will start with citations. 
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Citations 
 
When you use information from another source, cite that source 
in the text so that readers can easily find the full citation on the 
References page. Either make the citation part of the sentence 
or insert it, within parentheses, after the author or their work is 
mentioned. There are different citation formats depending upon 
whether you’re referring to a primary source or secondary source 
and whether the source is in print or online. 
 

Citing Primary Sources 
 
A primary source is the original source, such as a journal article. 
Use the following formats when you’re citing material from a 
primary source:  

 

First time cited, written by one author 
Thompson (1990) reviewed research on negotiation and found that 

it spans many disciplines. 

 
Negotiation research spans many disciplines (Thompson, 1990). 

 
Note: When citing multiple references, list them in alphabetical 
order by the first author and separate citations with semicolons. 
Multiple references by the same author are listed in order by 
date: 

 
This effect has been widely studied (Abbott, 1991, 1994; Kelso, 

1998). 

 
Also note that if two or more sources are published by the same 
author in the same year, an alphabetical index can be used to 
distinguish between the sources, for example, Webb (2010a) and 
Webb (2010b). These alphabetical characters would then also be 
added to the list of references in the References section, for 
example, Webb, E. (2010a) and Webb, E. (2010b). 
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First time cited, two - five authors 
Becker and Seligman’s (1996) findings contradicted this result. 

 
This result was later contradicted (Becker & Seligman, 1996). 

 
Medvec, Madey, and Gilovih (1995) examined the influence of 

‘what might have been’ thoughts on satisfaction among a group of 

Olympic medallists. 

 
Research on Olympic medallists has shown that bronze medallists 

are more satisfied than silver medallists (Medvec, Madey, & 

Gilovich, 1995). 

 
Note: Use an ampersand (‘&’) between two authors’ names 
when the citation occurs within parentheses, and use the word 
‘and’ when it does not.  

 
Note: If the citation is written by three or more authors, a 
comma is placed before the and, or ampersand, for example, 
(Sedikides, Cisek, & Hart 2007), or Sedikides, Cisek, and Hart 
(2007). 
 
Note: For articles by multiple authors, cite the names in the 
order given on the title page. 

 

First time cited, six or more authors 
Cite only the last name of the first author, followed by “et al.” 
and the year of publication. 

 
Wolchik et al. (2000) attempted to… 

 
Note: “et al.” is from the Latin “et alia”, which means “and 
others”. “Et” is a whole word (no full stop required); “al.” is an 
abbreviation and therefore requires a full stop. 
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Subsequent citations (of the same source) within the 
same paragraph 
When citing an article more than once in the same paragraph, 
omit the date after the first citation. 
 

Thompson (1990) reviewed research on negotiation and found that 

it spans many disciplines. Thompson argued that… 

 
To cite an article by three or more authors more than once in 
the same paragraph, use only the first author’s name followed 
by et al. after the first citation. 
 

Medvec, Madey and Gilovich (1995) examined the influence of 

“what might have been” thoughts on satisfaction among a group of 

Olympic medallists. Medvec et al. considered that… 

 
When writing an entire paragraph about a single study, introduce 
that paragraph by stating that you will refer to the same study 
throughout the paragraph, and then cite the reference. This 
avoids awkwardness and redundancy. 

 
Seligman and Maier (1975) conducted a now-classic study on 

dogs’ responses to traumatic shock from which they could not 
escape. Briefly, the authors… [then summarise the study 
without citation] 

 
Note: Unless you tell the reader otherwise, as in the example 
above, a citation refers only to the sentence immediately before 
it. Thus, if you cite a reference after the last sentence in a 
paragraph, you are telling the reader that you are citing only the 
information in that sentence. 

 
Citing the same source in subsequent paragraphs 
One or two authors. Use the same format as for the first 
citation. 
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Thompson (1990) reviewed research on negotiation and found that it 

spans many disciplines. 

 
Three or more authors. Include only the first author’s last 
name followed by et al. and the year of publication: 

 
Medvec et al. (1995) examined the influence of “what might have 

been” thoughts on satisfaction among Olympic medallists. 

 
Research on satisfaction among Olympic medallists has shown 

that bronze medallists are more satisfied than silver medallists 

(Medvec et al., 1995). 

 
Citing Secondary Sources 
 
Suppose you want to cite a study or theory that you have read 
about, but you did not read the original journal article or book 
itself. This requires a secondary, or indirect, citation format.  

 
 
If the primary source is not available, but you still want to refer 
to it, then give both the primary and secondary citations in 
the text, but list only the secondary source on the References 
page.  
 
For example, imagine that you want to discuss a study by 
Hammen conducted in 1995 in your essay. You read about 
Hammen’s study in Schacter, Gilbert, Wegner, and Hood’s 2012 
textbook. You would use one of the following citation formats: 

 

Important academic skill: Try to read original sources. 
Secondary sources never represent the primary source 
completely and they may even misrepresent it (see Smyth, 
2004). 
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Hammen (1995, as cited in Schacter, Gilbert, Wegner, & Hood, 

2012) found the opposite effect in children. 

 
An opposite effect was found in children (Hammen, 1995, as cited 

in Schacter, Gilbert, Wegner, & Hood, 2012). 

 
For either example, list only Schacter, Gilbert, Wegner, and 
Hood’s 2012 textbook (i.e. the source that you actually read) on 
the References page. 
 

Using Quotations 
 
Firstly, quotations are not commonly used in scientific writing. 
They can be used if the author’s own words are critical to 
understanding the point, or to show a memorable catch 
phrase (rare in scientific writing). Don’t use quotes simply 
because you don’t really understand what the author is saying. 

 
If you must quote, however, use the author’s exact words and 
include the page number in the citation: 
 

Darwin (1874) was one of the first theorists to discuss the 

intricacies of mate selection and reproduction: “Our difficulty in 

regard to sexual selection lies in understanding how it is that 

the males which conquer other males…leave a greater number 

of offspring to inherit their superiority than their beaten and 

less attractive rivals” (Darwin, 1874, p. 209). Based on his work, 

social psychologists have begun to... 
 

But not 

 
Research indicates that the higher a person’s self-esteem the better 

their ability to complete tasks. “People with high self-esteem 

performed better on the card-sorting task” (Smith, 1989, p. 

45). This suggests that high self-esteem is an important factor... 
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This sentence can be easily paraphrased so it does not warrant a 
quotation. 

 
If you quote, you cannot change the words in any way - then it 
wouldn't be a quote. If you want to quote, but the passage you 
are quoting is too long, use three ellipsis points (...).   

 

The References Page 
 
Once you have cited the source of your material in the text, you 
must always provide the full details (e.g., title of source, 
author’s name, page numbers) of the source on a References 
page. No assignment should be submitted without a 
References page. The details you need to provide differ 
depending upon the type of source, namely journal article, 
textbook, book chapter, or web page. We’ll start with journal 
articles. 

 
Journal and Magazine Articles  
 
Below is an example of how the top of the first page of a journal 
article might look, though bear in mind that each journal has its 
own way of arranging this information. Here we give you a 
description of how to transform this first-page information into 
an APA reference.  
 

 
 
In this example, the following information is provided: 

 
Top Line 
• title of the journal (Journal of Psychology) 
• year the article was published (2012) 
 
 

Journal of Psychology, 2012, Vol. 20, No. 1, 3-24 

 

Students’ struggle with References and Citation Guidelines 

Causes Stress 
 

Alan B. Right 

University of Bedingham 
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Top Line 
• volume number of the journal (Vol. 20) 
• issue number of the journal (No. 1) 
• the page numbers of the article (3-24) 
 
Centre 
• title of the article (Students’ struggle with references….) 
 
Bottom Line 
• author(s) of the article (Alan B. Right) 
• author’s university affiliation (University of Bedingham) 
 
All of the above information, except the authors’ affiliation, 
must be included on the References page. The standard APA 
format for a journal article reference is: 
 
 
Author’s Last Name, Initial. (Year of publication). Title of 

journal article. Name of Journal, journal volume number, 
first page number-last page number. 

 
So, based on the above information, the reference would be: 

 
Right, A. B. (2012). Students’ struggle with references and citation 

guidelines causes stress. Journal of Psychology, 20, 3-24. 

 
This is the format for journal articles written by one author 
published on paper. Below are the formats for journal articles 
written by more than one author and for journals that are only 
available online.  

 
One author 
Belin, H. (1992). Piaget’s enduring contribution to developmental 

psychology. Developmental Psychology, 28, 191-204.  
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Two to seven authors: List all authors 
Carlo, G., Koller, S.H., Eisenberg, N., Da Silva, M.S., & Frohlich, C.B. 

(1996). A cross-national study on the relations among prosocial moral 

reasoning, gender role orientations, and prosocial behaviors. 

Developmental Psychology, 32, 231-240. 
 
Eight or more authors: List the first six authors, … and 
the last author 
Wolchik, S.A., West, S.G., Sandler, I.N., Tein, J., Coatsworth, D., 

Lengua, L., … Griffin, W. A. (2000). An experimental evaluation of 

theory-based mother and mother-child programs for children of 

divorce. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 68, 843-856. 

 

Magazine article 
 
Andrews, B., & Brewin, C. R. (2000). What did Freud get right? The 

Psychologist, 13 (12), 605-607. 

 
Online Journals and Magazines 
 

General format – Databases 
Author’s Last Name, Initial. (Year of publication). Title of 

journal article. Name of Journal, journal volume number, 
first page number-last page number. doi: xxxxxxxxxx 

 
DOI refers to the article’s Digital Object Identifier, which is the 
unique code given by the publisher to the specific article.  This 
number can usually be found on the first page of the article: 
 

Scott, S., Briskman, J., Woolgar, M., Humayun, S., O’Connor, T. G. 

(2011). Attachment in adolescence: Overlap with parenting and 

unique prediction of behavioral adjustment. Journal of Child 

Psychology and Psychiatry, 52, 1052-1062. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-

7610.2011.02453.x 
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If there is no DOI, use the journal’s home page URL (or web 
address) instead. There is no full stop at the end of the web 
address. Break a long URL before the punctuation 

 
Jones, A., & Smith, E.P. (2001). The effects of pressure on time 

management. Organizational Psychology, 7, 102-109. Retrieved from 

http://www.organizationalpsychology.com/volume7   
 

Volume Numbers and Issue Numbers 
 
The volume number indicates a period of publication, which 
could be annual, biannual or quarterly. Many journals publish 
several issues of each volume per period (e.g., quarterly, 
monthly or weekly).  

 
Sometimes, the pages in each issue begin where the last issue 
left off, for example, if Vol. 20, No. 1 has pages 1-123, then Vol. 
20, No. 2 begins on page 124. If the journal has an issue number, 
it is easy to locate - usually on the front cover or the spine of 
the journal itself.  
 
You will often see that only the volume number is included in a 
reference, not the issue number. It is only necessary to include 
the issue number if each issue of the volume starts at page 1. A 
good example is The Psychologist. The page numbers of each 
issue of this journal continues from the previous issue. Here is an 
example of how to reference an article from The Psychologist: 

 
Sedikides, C. (2005). Close relationships – What’s in it for us? The 

Psychologist, 18, 490-493. 
 
If, however, each issue of the volume starts at page 1, then 
include the issue number, in parentheses, after the volume 
number: 
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Blount, M., & Christensen, D.S. (2003). The effects of attendance on 

degree classification. Journal of College Psychology, 18 (3), 4-

25. 
 
  

Books and Book Chapters 
 
Below is an example of a front cover and the publication details 
page of a standard, printed textbook. 
 

 
 

Psychology 
 

By 
 

A. B. Right 

 
First published 2012 
by Academia 
10 The Street, London 
SE1 4HN 
 
© Alan B. Right 
 
……. 

 
All the information should be included on the References page. 
The standard APA format for a book reference is 
 
Author’s Last Name, Initials. (Year of publication). Book’s title. 
Location: Publisher. 
 
Note: Location is usually city (for American cities, the state 
letters are also included, e.g., New York, NY). 

 
So, based on the above information, the reference would be: 

 
Right, A. B. (2012). Psychology:  An introduction. London, 

England: Academia.  
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This is the format for books written by one author. For books 
written by more than one author, use the following format:  

 

Books with more than one author 
Martin, G. N., Carlson, N. R., & Buskist, W. (2009). Psychology 

(4th ed.) Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and Bacon. 

 
Book Chapter 
There is a slight variation of this format for book chapters. This 
format should only be used when the book is an edited book.  
 

Ramsey, J.L., & Langlois, J.H. (2002). How infants perceive 

faces. In A. Slater & M. Lewis (Eds.), Introduction to infant 

development (pp. 167-192). Oxford, England: Oxford 

University Press. 

 

Electronic Books 
There’s also a slight variation to the format for electronic books. 
Include the web address or doi: 

 
Pettigrew, A. (2009). Handbook of social psychology. Retrieved 

from http://www.credoreference.com/entry/wileyhsp/some-

_social_theories 

 

Abel, P., & Smith, T. (2008). Understanding anxiety. doi: 

10.111102453 

 
If you’ve downloaded a text to your e-reader, then this can be 
included in the reference: 

 
Davilo, P. T. (2011). The development of boys. [Kindle version]. 

doi: 10.1143/04774349. 
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How to Reference Information from a Website 
 
As well as textbooks and journal articles, the internet is host to 
a wide variety of sources that you might refer to in your 
coursework. The standard APA format for online references is: 
 
Author’s Last Name, Initials. (date). Title of document [Format 

description]. Retrieved from http://URL 
 
For example: 
 

Boeree, C.G. (1997). Personality theories: Carl Jung. Retrieved 

from http://www.ship.edu/~cgboeree/jung.html. 
 
Include a description of the format of the online source when it 
isn’t a typical source (i.e., an ebook, article, magazine). For 
example: 

 
Shaver, P. R. (2012). The role of psychological security in 

happiness and suffering: Perspectives from attachment theory, 

Buddhism, and neuroscience [YouTube video]. Retrieved from 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mi072F-BpYE  

 
You can also use this format to reference lecture notes, e.g.,  

 
Wink, B. (2012). Evolution and behaviour [Lecture notes]. 

Retrieved from 

http://mycourse.solent.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=78965  
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Key Style Rules for your References Page  
 
1. Type the word References, in bold and in the centre of the 

page. If you only have one source, then use the singular - 
Reference. 

2. Use a hanging indent (i.e. don’t indent the first line of each 
reference and do indent all following lines). 

3. Put each author’s last name first. Use only initials for first 
and middle names. 

4. List multiple authors of a single reference in the same order 
they are given in the article. 

5. List references in alphabetical order according to the last 
name of the first author. 

6. In the title of an article, book, or chapter, capitalise only the 
first letter of the first word, the first letter of a word after a 
colon (:), and any proper nouns (e.g., England) 

7. In the title of a journal, capitalise the first letter of each 
major word. 

8. Use italics for the title and volume number of the journal. 
9. Don’t write abbreviations (e.g., Vol., No., pp.). Just write 

the numbers. 
10. Put full stops after the date of publication, after the article’s 

title, and at the end of the reference. 
 

Getting Help with Citations & Referencing 
This section has provided a brief introduction to APA style. 
We’ve included examples of citations and references for the 
typical sources that students use in their coursework. For other 
sources, please visit the following website: 
 

http://www.apastyle.org/learn/index.aspx 
 
In addition, it’s a good idea to start using a reference 
management tool. In HPS408 Foundations in Psychology, you 
will learn how to use one such tool, RefWorks.  
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Section 6 
Coursework Layout Guidelines   
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Why Use Style Guidelines? 
 
Style guidelines provide standards that help you to present 
your coursework in an organised, uniform manner. A common 
set of guidelines used in many psychology journals based on APA 
style. In this section we provide an overview of the basic APA 
style formatting guidelines. Templates are available on 
myCourse on the Psychology Resources page. For further 
information, you should consult the following book APA’s (2010) 
publication manual (see Section 5 for details). 
 

Key Rules for Coursework Presentation 
 
Regardless of unit of study, all coursework should follow these 
basic style guidelines: 
 
• Coursework should always be word-processed (unless 

otherwise stated). 
• Where hard-copy submissions are required, coursework 

should be printed in black ink on white or manila paper, 
only. 

• Use a 12-point font, such as Times New Roman or Arial 
• Left and right page margins should be 2.5 cms (1-inch).  
• All text should be double-spaced.  
• The References page must always start on a separate page 

(see Section 5). 

 
Note: Line spacing and page margins are to provide tutors with 
sufficient space to add feedback.  
 
Go to myCourse – Psychology Resources – Coursework Templates 
for templates for: 

 
• Essays, literature reviews, article summaries, and 

application papers – e.g., for coursework for HPS408 
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Foundations in Psychology, HPS412 Psychological Inquiry, and 
HPS418 Applied Psychology 

 
• Research reports – e.g., for HPS410 Psychological 

Investigations 1 and HPS411/4/5/6/7 Investigations in … 
Psychology 

 
You can also find a more detailed example an APA style report 
template here: 
www.siue.edu/~prose/classes/APAFormatTemplate.doc  
 

Further Guidance on Coursework Layout 
The templates provided on myCourse will be useful for most of 
your written assessments in Levels 5 and 6, too. For further 
guidance, refer to any of the study skills texts mentioned in 
Sections 1 and 4.     
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Intentionally blank 
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Section 7 
Feedback   
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What is Feedback? 
 
Feedback is any information you receive from unit tutors, peers, 
study assistants, subject librarian, and so on that you can use to 
develop and improve your academic skills. The main aim of 
feedback is to help you to learn and improve. Below is a list of 
the ways in which you might receive feedback on the course: 
 
1. Tutor’s written comments on completed assessments 
2. Tutor’s spoken comments on completed assessments 
3. Tutor’s written comments on drafts of assessments before 

submission (Note: this is a form of formative feedback) 
4. Individual emails from tutors about your work 
5. Marks or grades on completed assessments 
6. Tutor’s oral comments to you personally during 

tutorials/seminars/labs/workshops 
7. Oral comments made by tutors on drafts of assessments before 

submission (Note: this is a form of formative feedback) 
8. Tutor’s comments on exams 
9. Conversations with tutors on the telephone about your work 
10. Tutor’s responses to questions raised by students in teaching 

sessions 
11. Tutor’s comments on completed assessments to all students posted 

on myCourse 
12. Tutor’s comments to all students during 

tutorials/seminars/labs/workshops 
13. Tutor’s comments via group emails to all students 
14. Comments made by tutors to all students in lectures 
15. Tutor comments on electronic discussion boards 
16. Model or specimen answers for assessments 
17. In-class test scores 
18. Automated responses on web-based test answers (e.g., on 

myCourse) 
19. Passing conversations with tutors in the corridor about your work 
20. Comments from support staff (e.g., lab technicians, library staff, 

Study Assistance staff) 
21. Posting of all students’ marks or grades on notice boards 
All of these examples – and many more – are types of feedback, 
yet the majority of Psychology students consider only the first 5 
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to be feedback (Davies, Julal, Collins & Winkvist-Noble, 2009). 
This means that many students are receiving feedback and not 
even realising it, and therefore, missing out on an opportunity 
to learn and improve their work. 
 
The long list of ways of receiving feedback can be summarized as 
follows: 
 

 
How is the feedback given? 

Who is the 
feedback 
directed at? 

 

Verbally In writing 

Only me 

e.g., discussion I had 
with my tutor during 
their office hour about 
my essay grade 

e.g., tutor’s comments 
on my essay 

Me and my 
peers (e.g., 
seminar 
group) 

e.g., tutor’s comments  
during the lecture about 
the common mistakes 
students made in their 
essays 

e.g., summary sheet put 
on myCourse detailing 
the common mistakes 
students made on their 
essays 

 
 
It’s important to take advantage of all of the opportunities to 
receive feedback because research shows that feedback is 
related to student achievement (Hattie, 1987).  
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What should I do with the feedback on my 
returned work? 
 
There will be different types of feedback on your returned 
coursework: a grade (A1 to D3 for a pass and F1 to F4 for a fail) 
or a mark (between 0 and 100%), written comments, and/or 
ratings of achievement on learning outcomes. Which of these you 
receive will depend on the type of assessment (e.g., oral 
presentation versus research proposal).  
 

The grade or mark 
Most assessments you attempt will be awarded a grade using the 
following grade marking scale.  If, for example your assessment 
was of a mid-upper second class standard, you would be awarded 
a B2 grade.  However, for some assessments (such as multiple 
choice tests or statistics assignments) a numerical mark 
(between 0 and 100%) will be awarded. 
 
 

Southampton Solent Grade Marking Scale 

 

Class 
Grade point on 

scale 
Solent Grade 

Numerical 

equivalent 

First 

Excellent 1st A1 100 

High 1st A2 92 

Mid 1st A3 83 

Low 1st A4 72 

Upper Second 

High 2.1 B1 68 

Mid 2.1 B2 65 

Low 2.1 B3 62 

Lower Second 
High 2.2 C1 58 

Mid 2.2 C2 55 
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Class 
Grade point on 

scale 
Solent Grade 

Numerical 

equivalent 

Low 2.2 C3 52 

Third 

High 3rd D1 48 

Mid 3rd D2 45 

Low 3rd D3 42 

Fail 

Marginal Fail F1 38 

Fail F2 30 

Mid Fail F3 20 

Low Fail F4 15 

Submitted Submitted S 1 

Non-submission Non-submission N 0 

 
Not surprisingly, most students look at the grade or mark first. 
Although the grade or mark may be a source of much delight (or 
distress), it may not be the most effective piece of feedback you 
will receive. The grade or mark will help you to gauge your 
performance in terms of the final degree classifications, but one 
assessment grade or mark will not determine your final 
degree classification. To help you to maintain and improve your 
academic performance, you need to look at the other types of 
feedback you’ll receive, too. 
 

The written comments 
Tutors will provide comments about whether your work has 
achieved the learning outcomes, any major (and minor) 
strengths or weaknesses, as well as comments on the overall 
presentation and writing style. Tutors will vary in what they 
emphasise in their feedback: some are sticklers for referencing, 
others may focus on the presentation, or quality of the 
argument, whereas others may comment on every learning 
outcome. Whatever the tutors write, it will be important! They 
are providing this information to help you to learn and improve, 
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so do go over the tutor’s comments carefully. You might find it 
useful to read through your work, with the tutor’s feedback 
alongside. If you can’t read the tutor’s handwriting, or don’t 
understand what they mean, go to see them in their office 
hour. If you don’t understand the feedback, then it can’t 
achieve its objective of being effective. So, do everything you 
can to ensure you understand it. 
 

 
Don’t forget the verbal feedback that you may receive in class 
or in one-to-one meetings with your Unit Tutors. This is just as 
important! 
 

Rating sheets 
Some tutors in addition to, or instead of, written comments will 
give you feedback using a ratings sheet. The most common type 
will have a list of each learning outcome or component of the 
assessment, and the tutor will rate its achievement in the work. 
For example rating sheets are used for HPS410 Psychological 
Investigations 1. This type of feedback is generic (compared to 
written comments that are more specific), but can still be used 
to help you learn and improve your skills. For example, you 
could set yourself the goal of improving your Referencing skills 
from ‘below the required standard’ to ‘satisfactory’ in your next 
assignment.  

 

Formative assessment and feedback 
 
One of the best ways to receive on-going feedback on your 
performance is to complete formative assessments. Formative 
assessments are those which do not count towards your unit 
mark. Unit Tutors may ask you to complete an essay or 

Feedback “is there for your benefit and if you do not use it 
everyone’s time has been wasted” (Latto & Latto, 2009, p. 
103). 



Thinking & Writing Psychologically 
 

- 75 - 

presentation or an activity in a seminar, for example, and give 
you feedback on your performance, and guidance on how you 
could improve. You can then use this feedback in preparing for 
the summative assessment, i.e. assessments that do count 
towards your unit mark. Some students don’t complete 
formative assessments because ‘they don’t count’ towards their 
unit marks; however, Unit Tutors consider formative assessments 
to be an integral part of the teaching and learning strategy. 
Academic skills develop over time, and one way to reflect upon 
their development is to  
get feedback on your skills as you go along: Formative 
assessments will help you to achieve this.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Peer feedback 
 

“Identifying how someone else could improve their 
work is one of the best ways of understanding how to 
make your own [work] better. It will also help you to 
see if you really do understand the subject.” (Latto & 
Latto, 2009, p. 103). 
 

In some of your units, the Unit Tutors will ask you to 
engage in peer feedback, i.e. marking the work of one of 
your classmates and giving them feedback on their 
performance. By engaging in the peer feedback process, 
you will: 
 
• have to fully understand the assignment brief.  

Formative feedback gives you the opportunity to see 
“how well you are doing, giving you the chance to focus 
on what you have learned so far and work on your 
technique before attempting [assessments] that really 
count.” (Latto & Latto, 2009, p. 93) 
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Benefit: You will know what to do when completing the 
assignment yourself. 
 

• have to fully understand the grading criteria.  
Benefit: You will know what you need to do in order to 
achieve the mark you want. 
 

• have to evaluate psychological material.  
Benefit: You can develop your critical thinking skills. 
 

• have to present your evaluation in a concise, coherent 
format.  
Benefit: You can develop your thinking and writing 
psychologically skills and ability to be professional, and 
respectful when interacting with peers. 

 

Can I get more feedback? 
 
This depends on when and how much feedback you want! 
Most Unit Tutors have office hours that you can attend and 
discuss your progress and work. As mentioned above, 
completing formative assessment is encouraged, and is 
another way of gaining feedback. Unit Tutors are also 
happy to discuss their written comments after the 
coursework has been returned, or after you have received 
your examination results. In essence, there are plenty of 
ways to get plenty of feedback. Feedback, in some form 
or another, will always be given on submitted work. If you 
want more, then be proactive: complete formative 
assessments, visit your Unit Tutors during their office 
hours, and listen out in lectures and seminars!! 
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Section 8  
Working Effectively in Groups  
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Individuals and Group Work 
 

Each individual has their own outlook, talents and skills, and will 
in some way be able to contribute positively to the group. The 
difficult task is often to determine exactly which area that is in. 
This can become apparent with time, so allow all members 
equal opportunity to speak. Remember that their contributions 
are as valuable as your own.  
 
Although people have a right to their opinions and to have them 
heard, they can only expect to persuade others if they can argue 
convincingly and logically, rather than by sheer volume and 
insults. 
 
Responsibility is crucial to a group's success. Each group as a 
whole has responsibility for achieving the final aims and 
objectives of the exercise or task. Each individual has a 
responsibility to apply themselves as best they can to their 
particular part of the work. 

 

• There are many different ways of working in groups.  
 

• You learn different things in different ways. Some things you 
will learn by reading, other things are best learnt by doing. 
Many factors influence how well we learn.  
 

When we work in a group, we are brought into contact with 
others who will have different ways of learning. Some people are 
very methodical and have a logical approach to problems; others 
bring an intuitive approach and will want to move quickly to test 
new ideas.  

 

• A group brings together people with a wide range of 
characteristics and abilities. The strength of group work is 
that problems can be tackled from different angles by using 
the diverse skills of its members. 
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Exercise 

1. Write a brief description of each member of your group. 
2. Write down any strengths and weaknesses that you think 

this person has in the group-work situation. 
3. If you have identified any problems, what strategies can 

you use to overcome them? 
 
Here is an example: John 
John is very quiet but always attentive and makes detailed notes 
in class. He is uncomfortable when asked a question, and tends 
to respond with ‘don’t know’ answers. He is punctual, well-
organised and always does the preparation work asked. 
 
Your assessment: John already has some important skills, such 
as time management, organisation and reliability. He needs to 
develop his self-confidence and realise he has a useful 
contribution to make.  
 
Strategies: John might be encouraged to speak out by ensuring 
everyone has a chance to speak at a group meeting. Positive 
feedback on any contributions made by John will boost his self-
confidence. Giving him a role such as time-keeper or recorder 
will help him to value his positive qualities. 
 

Understanding Conflict in Groups 
 
If you experience difficulty in your group it is useful to know 
what to do about it. 
Typical problems in groups can include a dominating individual, 
someone who doesn’t complete their task, a person who misses 
meetings, etc.  
Here are a couple of things you can do: 
 

• Read the advice below to help you deal with conflict in 
your group. 
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• Remember that the most important thing with conflict 
in a group is that you talk about it in your group. 
However, if you have tried to resolve conflict in your 
group but you are still experiencing problems, it is 
important that you see the seminar tutor or unit leader 
about it. 

 
Start with identifying conflict. 
 
 
 

Identifying Conflict 
 
Conflict can be good for a group if it is managed appropriately. 
By airing differences, group members can produce quality 
decisions and satisfying interpersonal relationships. This includes 
situations where the conflict is only between some group 
members and not the whole group. You need to take 
responsibility for the conflict as a group. The first step in 
managing conflict is to identify the conflict.  
 
In your group ask yourselves: 

• Do all group members know that a conflict exists?  
• Are group members arguing over competing goals?  
• Is a presentation or assessed piece of work at stake?  
• Are you dependent on each other to solve the 

conflict?  
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Styles of Conflict Management  
 
Researchers have identified five styles for managing conflict. 
The styles can be charted on two dimensions: assertiveness and 
cooperativeness.  
 
The five styles are:  

1. Competitive: Competitive people want to win the 
conflict (high in assertiveness, low in cooperativeness).  

 
2. Accommodative: These group members are easy going 

and willing to follow the group (low in assertiveness and 
high in cooperativeness).  

 
3. Avoidant: Avoidant people are detached and indifferent 

to conflict (low in assertiveness, low in cooperativeness).  
 
4. Collaborative: These group members are active and 

productive problem solvers (high assertiveness, high in 
cooperativeness).  

 
5. Compromising: Compromisers are willing to "give and 

take" to resolve conflict (moderate in assertiveness, 
moderate in cooperativeness).  

 
Exercise 

• Together with members in your group, identify which style 
each of you use. This will give you an idea of why or how 
the conflict has occurred. 

• If you all agree that resolving the conflict is desirable, 
choose a style of conflict management that will allow an 
open discussion to move forward. 
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Defensive Climate 
 
The climate in which conflict is managed is important. Groups 
should avoid a defensive climate, which is characterised by these 
qualities:  
 

• Evaluation: judging and criticising other group members.  
• Control: imposing the will of one group member on the 

others.  
• Strategy: using hidden agendas.  
• Neutrality: demonstrating indifference and lack of 

commitment.  
• Superiority: expressing dominance.  
• Certainty: being rigid in one's willingness to listen to 

others.  
 
Exercise 

1. Identify how the climate is defensive in your group. 
2. Use the Roles in Groups list from the Group Dynamics 

Workshop to identify which roles you are using that may 
be contributing to a defensive climate. 

 

Supportive Climate 
 
Instead of a defensive climate, groups should foster a supportive 
climate, marked by these characteristics:  
 

• Description: presenting ideas or opinions.  
• Problem orientation: focusing attention on the task. 
• Spontaneity: communicating openly and honestly. 
• Empathy: understanding another person's thoughts. 
• Equality: asking for opinions. 
• Provisionalism: expressing a willingness to listen to the 

ideas of others. 
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Exercise 
1. What steps can you take to create a supportive climate in 

the group? 
2. Can you use other group roles to engender a supportive 

climate? 
 

10 ways group members may be contributing to a defensive 
climate: 
1.  Sit back and do nothing.  
2.  Think that others will do the work.  
3.  Take lead and ignore others.  
4.  Be afraid to speak.  
5.  Expect all your own ideas to be used.  
6.  Leave people out of the discussion.  
7.  Become distracted from the subject.  
8.  Be aggressive, interrupt or criticize unnecessarily.  
9.  Ignore other members of the group.  
10. Allow one person to dominate.  

 
 
10 ways group members can contribute to a supportive 
climate: 
1.  Contribute to the group by putting forward ideas and 
getting involved in discussion.  
2.  Co-operate with other group members.  
3.  Select specific roles for every group member. 
4.  Take on your given role within the group.  
5.  Organise meeting times and stick to them.  
6.  Share the workload equally.  
7.  Respect the values and opinions of others.  
8.  Communicate and share ideas with each other.  
9.  Encourage others to speak.  
10. Value diversity.  
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Ground Rules 
 
Another simple way of creating a supportive climate is by setting 
Ground Rules. Every group needs ground rules, many of which 
are never stated explicitly (e.g., whether you can swear, what 
you should wear, if you always need to show up, etc.) When 
establishing a new group it is helpful to set ground rules, which 
will make your group an effective and pleasant team where 
everyone knows what is expected of them. Here are some 
examples: 

• Group members will meet and finish on time.  

• All group members will have done any agreed preparation.  

• Group members should encourage everyone to contribute 
and value all opinions.  

• No one should dominate the discussions. 

• Anyone can remind the group of these negotiated rules. 
 
Exercise:  

1. In your group, discuss what would help you feel you were 
working in a supportive climate. 

2. Create a list of rules you all agree on in your group. Write 
it down and have it with you at meetings 

 

Communication Breakdown 
 
If you have tried all of the conflict resolution techniques 
suggested but the communication in your group has broken 
down, it is important that you see the seminar tutor or unit 
leader about this.  
 

Bullying 
 
Southampton Solent University is an institution of higher 
education where people of all ages, backgrounds and interests 
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come to learn and be educated by trained and qualified staff. 
There are very clear university policies about how students 
should conduct themselves towards other students and towards 
all staff. You can find out more about this online through the 
Student Portal. If you have any questions, speak to a Student 
Support Network (SSN) tutor. 
 
Bullying happens very rarely at university, however, if you are 
concerned that you may be experiencing bullying, take a look at 
the list below. Whether you are sure or unsure it is important 
that you speak to a SSN tutor. See details on the psychology 
notice boards in the basement for whom to see and their contact 
details. 
 

Indicators of Bullying 
 
• Constant nit-picking, fault-finding and criticism of a trivial 

nature. Often, the criticism is based on distortion, 
misrepresentation or fabrication. 

• A constant refusal to acknowledge you and your contributions 
and achievements or to recognise your existence and value; 

• Constant attempts to undermine you and your group role, 
worth and opinions.  

• Being singled out and treated differently. 
• Being isolated and separated from the group, excluded from 

what's going on, overruled, ignored, sidelined, or frozen out.  
• Being belittled, demeaned and patronised, especially in front 

of others. 
• Being humiliated, shouted at and threatened, often in front 

of others. 
• Finding that everything you say and do is twisted, distorted 

and misrepresented. 
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Intentionally blank 
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Section 9 
Academic Misconduct 
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Student Academic Misconduct 
 
Southampton Solent University’s Procedure Relating to Student 
Academic Misconduct can be found on the Student Portal. 
 
The procedure documents outline the 13 practices that 
constitute academic misconduct: 

• plagiarism  
• collusion  
• falsification  
• replication  
• providing assessments for the purpose of academic 

misconduct 
• taking unauthorised notes or devices into an exam  
• obtaining an unauthorised copy of an examination paper  
• communicating or trying to communicate with another 

student during an examination  
• attempting to observe or copy another student's written 

and/or electronic examination script  
• being a party to impersonation in relation to an 

examination  
• submitting a fraudulent extenuating circumstances claim  
• purchasing of essays from a third party  
• failure to obtain or breach of ethical approval, where this 

is a requirement of the assessment  

Academic misconduct is treated very seriously at SSU. We 
strongly recommend that you read the University’s procedure 
and become familiar with what each entails. Resources available 
on the Student Portal and in-class activities are aimed at helping 
you to avoid accidental plagiarism and other forms of 
misconduct.   
 
Below, we discuss three practices in more detail; plagiarism, 
collusion; failure to obtain or breach of ethical approval. 
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Plagiarism 
 

“Where a student incorporates another person's or 
body's work by unacknowledged quotation, paraphrase, 
imitation or other device in any work submitted for 
assessment in a way which suggests that it is the 
student's original work.” 

 
The ‘other person’ could be the author of a textbook, the 
speaker at a conference, or another student from a previous 
cohort, for example.  
 
Avoiding plagiarism in your coursework is important. Chances are 
you have not dreamed up everything you want to write about. 
Other individuals have contributed to your thinking, and it is 
important to give them credit for their contributions. You must 
document your sources carefully and accurately to avoid 
plagiarism. Unfortunately, some students engage in accidental 
plagiarism: they don’t know they are doing it. The following 
pages include some common plagiarism problems, and 
suggestions for overcoming them.  
 
The following extract from Reeder, McCormick, and Esselman 
(1987, p. 243) will be used as an example throughout: 

 

An important goal of self-reference research is to determine if the self is 

unique in its effect on memory. 
 

Quoting without acknowledgement 
 
Quoting without acknowledgement is one of the most common 
forms of plagiarism. Below we show you the difference between 
plagiarised and non-plagiarised versions of the same quote. 
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Severely plagiarised version:  
 
The exact words of Reeder et al. (1987) are used without any 
acknowledgment:  
 

An important goal of self-reference research is to determine if 

the self is unique in its effect on memory. 

 
Often, an inexperienced or hurried writer will borrow entire 
passages from the original source, forgetting to cite a reference. 
Nevertheless, it will be picked up by the reader and reported. 

 
Better, but still plagiarised version: 
 
Reeder et al. is acknowledged with a citation, but there’s no 
indication that these are the exact words from Reeder et al.:  

According to Reeder, McCormick, and Esselman (1987), an 

important goal of self-reference research is to determine if the 

self is unique in its effect on memory.  

Or 
An important goal of self-reference research is to determine if 

the self is unique in its effect on memory (Reeder, McCormick & 

Esselman, 1987). 
 
Appropriately quoted and referenced version: 
 
Reeder et al. is acknowledged with a reference, and quotation 
marks clearly indicate that these are the exact words of the 
original source. In addition, a page number where the original 
quote appeared is provided:  

 
According to Reeder, McCormick, and Esselman (1987), "an 

important goal of self-reference research is to determine if the 

self is unique in its effect on memory" (p. 243). 
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Note: The exact words of the original source are used.  
 
This last version would be considered acceptable 
acknowledgment in your coursework. However, we always prefer 
to see you writing in your own words rather than direct quotes. 
If you look over most journal articles, you will see few 
quotations. Custom dictates that writers express their points in 
their own words. At most, you will see one or two quotes in an 
article. You should try to follow this custom yourself.  

 
Paraphrasing 
 
Godfrey (2013) defines paraphrasing as, “re-expressing all the 
information and ideas from a section of text in your own 
words and style” (p. 143). 
 
Paraphrasing takes considerably more time and brainpower than 
simply quoting passages - but your tutor will appreciate your 
efforts. The following are some important things to consider 
when you choose to paraphrase rather than quote from the 
original source.  
 
Original source: Reeder, McCormick, and Esselman (1987, p. 
243):  

An important goal of self-reference research is to determine if 

the self is unique in its effect on memory. 

 
Plagiarised version: 
 
Reeder et al. is acknowledged with a citation, but paraphrasing 
is incomplete, and no indication is given that some of these 
words are directly from the original source:  
 

The goal of research on self-referencing is to determine if using 

the self will have a unique effect on memory (Reeder, 

McCormick & Esselman, 1987). 
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Appropriately quoted and referenced version: 
 
These words should either be enclosed in quotations (note the 
use of ellipsis points in the following example):  
 

According to Reeder, McCormick, and Esselman (1987), the 

"goal" of research on self-referencing is "to determine if" using 

the self will have a "unique...effect on memory" (p. 243). 
 
Or more fully paraphrased:  
 

Research focuses on whether self-referencing can be used as a 

memory tool to facilitate recall (e.g., Reeder, McCormick & 

Esselman, 1987). 
 
Technically, the first example is acceptable - but it is rather 
awkward. The second example, with the complete paraphrasing, 
is much clearer and easier to read. Note that this version makes 
more sense to the reader. For example, "A unique...effect" is too 
vague to have any real meaning to the reader without additional 
information. Simply explaining that memory is improved with 
self-referencing makes the meaning of the passage clearer for 
your reader.  
 
This is an important point: You should always try to make your 
writing understandable to your reader. Clear writing 
demonstrates that you understand the concepts that you are 
trying to explain.  
 

Knowing how far to go with paraphrasing 
 
Some students become terrified that they may plagiarise, simply 
because they are not sure which words are appropriate to 
change when they are paraphrasing. This knowledge comes with 
experience; however, the following guidelines may help you feel 
more at ease:  
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• Although it is important to be thorough when you 

paraphrase, sometimes it is inappropriate or unnecessary to 
change every word used by your source.  

 
• Single word nouns and key words that are used repeatedly 

throughout the paper (e.g., "self," "self-monitoring," 
"memory," "research") don't have to be changed. In fact, 
changing these words would only serve to confuse your 
reader and obscure the issues you are trying to address.  

 
• If there is an "accepted terminology" for a concept use the 

term freely, but let your reader know that this is the term 
commonly used:  

 
• This personal appraisal of self as an individual of worth is 

generally referred to as "self-esteem" in the literature (cite a 
reference or two to support this point). 

 
However, terms that are not generally known (e.g., self-
monitoring) should be fully explained and referenced early in the 
body of the paper. For example:  
 

Self-referencing, or "judging interpersonal information with 

respect to oneself," (Fiske & Taylor, 1991, p. 336) is apparently 

one strategy that individuals use to make sense of their social 

world. 

 

Collusion 

 
“Where the student/s in the same cohort knowingly or 
negligently allows their work to be viewed by another 
student, in any form, and this work is subsequently 
incorporated in, or represented as, the work of another 
student; or, the collaboration without official approval 
between two or more students in the presentation of 
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work, which is submitted as the work of a single 
student”. 

 

It is a requirement of your practical units (Psychological 
Investigations, Psychological Measurement) to work in small 
groups in order to design and conduct psychological experiments; 
however, you are explicitly asked to write individual reports. 
Therefore the group work element should cease once the data 
has been analysed and the findings discussed within the group.  
The report should be written independently. 

 
Failure to obtain, or breach of ethical approval, 
where this is a requirement of the assessment  
 
All psychologists (including staff, postgraduates and 
undergraduates) wishing to conduct research must seek the 
approval of the Psychology Ethics Committee. Potential 
participants must not be approached to take part in any research 
until approval has been granted by the Psychology Ethics 
Committee. 
 
Please refer to the Psychology Ethics Committee documents, for 
guidance on obtaining ethical approval for your research 
projects. You will learn more about ethics and seeking ethical 
approval in the following units: 

 
• Level 4: Psychological Investigations, Investigations in … 

units,  
• Level 5: Psychological Research in Action, the Practice of 

Research in… units 
• Level 6: Applied Psychology Research Project  
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Further Guidance on Academic Conduct 
 
For further information about the other forms of academic 
misconduct, refer to the University’s Procedures relating to 
Student Academic Misconduct and the free resources on the 
Student Portal. You might also refer to a study skills text, such 
as: 
 
Cottrell, S. (2013). The study skills handbook (4th ed., pp. 177-
178). Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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