
PSY 540—Research Literature and Techniques 
(AKA: Graduate Research Methods) 

Course Syllabus
Catalog Description, Prerequisites, Textbooks
Catalog description: Students will review and research studies produced by investigators in student's 
major field with emphasis on investigative and verification techniques employed. Demonstrate compe-
tence in using systematic research techniques by investigation and formal reporting of a problem.
Required textbooks:
American Psychological Association. (2010). Publication manual of the American Psychological Association 

(6th ed.). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. ISBN 978-1-4338-0561-5 (softcover; 
Kindle eBook); 978-1-4338-0562-2 (spiral)

Galvan, J. L. & Galvan, M. C. (2017). Writing literature reviews: A guide for students of the social and behav-
ioral sciences (7th ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. ISBN: 978-1-415-31574-6 (paperback) 
978-1-315-22938-6 (eBook)

Graff, G. & Birkenstein, C. (2016). They say / I say: The moves that matter in academic writing (3rd ed.). New 
York, NY: W. W. Norton & Co. ISBN 978-0-393-61743-6 (paperback) 978-0-393-90534-2 (eBook)

Price, P. C., Jhangiani, R. S., Chiang, I-C. A., Leighton, D. C., & Cuttler, C. (2017). Research methods in psy-
chology (3rd American ed.). Retrieved from https://opentext.wsu.edu/carriecuttler Open (free) textbook 
available from the course Blackboard.

How to Contact Me
Instructor: Dana C. Leighton, Ph.D.
Office Location: University Center 201
Office Phone: 903-334-6627 
Office Hours: MWF 2–3pm; TR 9–10am — or by appointment
Email: dleighton@tamut.edu Skype: danaleighton
Home page: http://danaleighton.net Blog: http://danaleighton.edublogs.org

I am pleased to be available to help you succeed in my class during office hours, and occasionally at other 
times. Stop by if you need help with your studies, or to chat about problems that are standing in your way toward 
being successful. I’m a real friendly guy, and always glad to see my students.

The best time to see me is during office hours. I am always available in my office at that time, so just stop 
by. If office hours aren’t convenient, then call or email me to make an appointment.

A few words about email. I do not check my email constantly during the day. If I am busy with research or 
class preparation, I may have to ignore email for a whole day (sometimes more). Please be patient if I do not re-
spond immediately. Also, craft your email messages carefully, and write with more attention to wording and details 
than you normally would. Email is notorious for miscommunication of motivations, intentions, and emotions.

Also, the only way I have of communicating with my classes as a group is through your TAMUT email ac-
count and the university’s Blackboard system. Please check your TAMUT email account daily, and make sure it 
has not exceeded its quota. I also use Blackboard for posting class notices, materials, and recording your grades; log 
on there regularly.

Please don’t phone me at home (despite appearances, I actually do have a life!). A message at my office 
phone or a brief email will suffice for any immediate communication needs. I am often working on research or class 
work on weekends, and I usually check my email a few times.

© 2017 Dana C. Leighton Reproduction permission granted for classroom use only

https://opentext.wsu.edu/carriecuttler
mailto:dleighton@tamut.edu
http://danaleighton.net
http://danaleighton.edublogs.org


Graduate Research Methods Syllabus Page �2

Course Overview
Welcome to your graduate research methods course. This course is an ambitious one for both students 
and professors. In 16 weeks we are expected to delve deeply in to the methods and practice of several 
things: (a) the scientific method, (b) experimental & non-experimental designs, (c) reading, understand-
ing, and summarizing existing academic literature, (d) writing conventions, including structuring argu-
ments, providing evidence, and drawing conclusions, (e) the writing style of the American Psychological 
Association, including grammar, punctuation, seriation, formatting of manuscripts, references and cita-
tions, (f) more advanced research designs, and (g) produce a research proposal including literature re-
view. YIKES!

You will be learning a ton of critical skills and abilities that will come in handy for you as you work in 
business, research, or counseling settings, and/or if you go on to a Ph.D. program. Being able to read lit-
erature, analyze it, and synthesize an evaluation of it is something employers would LOVE to have. And, 
whether or not you’re going on to a Ph.D., you will use each and every skill and ability every day of grad 
school.
OK, so let’s get to it.

Course Goals
The goals of this course are to give you some basic skills for entering the psychological conversation as a 
reader and writer. Here are the goals enumerated:

1. Critical thinking – You’ll learn how to responsibly process, evaluate, and interpret scientific re-
search findings.

2. Experimental design – You’ll learn about various experimental and non-experimental research 
methods for quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research, and propose your very own 
research project using those methods.

3. Statistical and scientific reasoning – You’ll apply the skills you learned in your statistics course 
by interpreting findings, and you will propose how your research idea will contribute to scientific 
knowledge.

4. Scientific writing – You’ll learn, through rigorous writing and feedback sessions, how to write like 
a psychological scientist. Your writing efforts will culminate in a literature review and research 
proposal on a topic of your choosing.

How we’ll accomplish these goals:
All the readings and assignments you’ll engage in are intended to move you closer toward accomplish-
ing these goals. I have put together a full semester’s worth of learning, and I hope you’ll take advantage 
of that planning, and participate whole-heartedly, regardless of your individual motivation for being 
here.
You will gain some skills and knowledge along the way that will allow you to accomplish our goals. In 
this class, you will learn and practice:

• Searching for relevant literature using the library and online databases
• Reading scientific studies, picking out important details
• Evaluating what you have read, critically examining its strengths and weaknesses
• Develop a research question, including good hypotheses with testable predictions
• Specify the collection of behavioral data using quantitiative, qualititative, and mixed methods, in-

cluding observational, archival, survey, and experimental data collection methods
• Understanding the theory and practice of program evaluation
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• Write a professional scientific research proposal including literature review, methods, participants, 
analysis plan, expected results, and discussion

• Communicate your findings and proposal using American Psychological Association (APA) format

This course is not easy. You should not expect to be a master of these skills, even after 16 weeks. I am 
still mastering them after 16 years! But, you will develop and practice these skills so that you can build 
on that knowledge and grow. That is all that any of us can be expected to do.
If you are willing to work hard (and sometimes long) at the material in this course you’ll be well on your 
way to being able to read, analyze, write about, and conduct research in your future. If you don’t want to 
work hard developing these skills (that your future employers/supervisors will love), then you won’t 
get a lot out of the course. I hope you choose the former to the best of your ability.
You can succeed in this course. The class has a LOT of hands-on activities (remember that list of skills?). 
You will need to read the textbook and all assigned readings. For each class session, your course cal-
endar (distributed separately) will list the readings which need to be read in order to be prepared for the 
class. In addition to reading, there are many assignments that will be done outside class. These must be 
done carefully and diligently to get the most out of them. You will need to keep up on your APA style 
tutorials. On top of that, you will be reading lots of psychology journal articles, summarizing them, and 
writing about how they all fit to together to help justify an experiment that you will design and propose. 
We will often discuss the readings in class, and you will be expected to ask questions and propose an-
swers to each others’ questions. 
Wow.
If you cannot devote seven to eleven hours per week to reading, writing, and studying for this class, in 
addition to your other obligations, you may not do very well. You will need to manage your time out-
side class very carefully, and strategically use time on the weekends.
The textbooks are required for this course. Other readings will be provided via the Blackboard pages for 
the course. I expect you to engage in a careful and thorough reading of the texts. The texts and other 
readings will be used as the basis for a combination of lecture and discussion, and for the assignments 
and writing you will do for the research proposal.

Grades and Evaluation
One of my duties to you, the university, and to the academic enterprise is to evaluate your performance 
in the course and to assign a letter grade. This helps you achieve your goals, and it assures this universi-
ty and other academic institutions that you have demonstrated sufficient progress toward learning re-
search methods. So that I can fulfill that duty toward you and the university, I will be evaluating your 
performance using several criteria:

• One exam

• 12 assignments

• 9 response papers

• 11 APA style quizzes

• 1 research proposal paper

Exam. There will be one exam in this course—a final exam covering material in the textbook, lecture, 
and chapters. The exams may be composed of a combination of multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, and 
short essay questions, and may cover material from textbook readings, content-related readings (not em-
pirical articles), and class lecture. I will give you more information about the exams as they get closer.
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My general course policy is that I will not give make-up exams. The only acceptable reasons for request-
ing a make-up exam are (1) a family emergency, (2) a severe illness making it impossible to take the 
exam, or (3) a conflict with a high priority academic activity that cannot be rescheduled, all of which 
must be documented. Please contact me as soon as you are aware of the problem or schedule conflict and 
definitely before the day of the exam. The sooner you let me know, the more options we will have for 
accommodating your absence. I must receive all documentation within a week of the exam date.

Assignments. Every week there will be one or two assignments due that will give you practice with 
the skills and knowledge you’ll need to successfully write your research proposal.
Response Papers. Nearly every week there will be a response paper due. Response papers are your 
opportunity to evaluate and critique empirical research and to provide your opinion of the readings. 
This gives you practice reading, evaluating, and summarizing research, a very good set of skills to have 
in research or practice.
APA Style Central. Approximately every other week you will complete units to help you learn and 
master APA style. These will be graded through exams at the end of each unit.

Lab Exercises. (not graded) Nearly every week in the term there will be laboratory exercises that get 
your hands dirty with data and methods or with writing your proposal. These will meet in LOCATION 
TBA
Research Proposal. You are learning all of the skills in this class for the purpose of demonstrating 
that you can critically read and evaluate the relevant psychological literature, summarize the findings, 
and write a proposal for a research project to study a psychological phenomenon of your choosing. This 
will be the final project for this course, and the culmination of your understanding of how this process 
works.
Participation. Your attendance in class and being a participatory member of discussions will earn you 
the participation score in this class. Be at every class you can, and contribute meaningfully to discus-
sions. 
Plagiarism or academic dishonesty of any kind is intolerable and will be punished severely. Period. That means 
that if you cheat on a test, quote text from your textbook or another source or paraphrase ideas from an-
other source in a paper without appropriate citations, or copy a paper or other assignment from a class-
mate, from a source on the Internet, or from any other source, you will receive a score of zero on that as-
signment, and/or be assigned a failing grade for the class. Be smart, and don’t do it.
Grades. Here is the breakdown of the grade distribution:

Attendance
You should regularly attend all classes. Absences will only be excused for observance of religious holi-
days, documented cases of illness or emergency, and/or sanctioned college functions. You must notify 

Source of grade Points Percentage
Final Exam 80 14%

Assignments 12 x 5 points 60 10%

Response Papers 9 x 10 points 90 16%

APA Central tests 9 x 5 points 45 8%

Research Proposal 250 43%

Participation 50 9%

Total 575 100%
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me of any excused absences within 7 days of the missed class. Class attendance will be part of your par-
ticipation score. I encourage class attendance because you may miss an important exercise, activity, or 
topic discussion that may be crucial for understanding a concept or topic. In short, come to class every 
day you possibly can! 
If you must miss class, please talk to me about it, and I may be able to help you with any missed as-
signments. Also, you should make it a point to get lecture notes from one of your classmates. You might 
use this as a convenient excuse to talk to that attractive classmate you noticed in the first week of class! 
Here’s a starter: “Pardon me, [sir or madam], but I regretfully cannot attend our class next Monday. I 
have noticed your thorough and careful note taking all term. Would you be ever so kind as to make a 
copy of your notes for me? Here’s my telephone number.” From there on, it’s up to you to get the first 
date notes. Good Luck!
Being late to class is strongly discouraged, but something we all might suffer once or twice in a se-
mester. If you are habitually late, it will severely and negatively affect your participation score. If 
you’re unavoidably late, please be very quiet when you enter the room so you disrupt the class as little 
as possible. Check with your classmates after class to see whether you missed any important announce-
ments or information. Similarly, leaving class early is also discouraged. PLEASE inform me at the begin-
ning of the class session if you’re planning to leave early, and again, plan to sit in a place that will create 
the least disturbance when you leave.
Cell phones and technology in class. I make extensive use of technology in my teaching, and I am not a 
Luddite regarding the use of technology. However, to create an effective learning environment for your 
fellow classmates, I ask that you silence cell phones during class periods and turn them off completely 
during exams (even vibrating phones can be very distracting). I also ask you to limit use of laptop com-
puters or mobile devices (e.g. iPad, iPhone, Kindle, etc.) to note taking or other class-related activities. If 
you notify me before the class that you have an urgent need to receive a call (e.g. sick parent, etc.) during 
class time, I will make an exception. Do NOT do the following things during class lecture, exams, discus-
sion, or lab sessions:
• Text message
• Take calls or make calls
• Use your laptop or mobile device for checking your stock portfolio, messaging, managing your fantasy 
cricket team, email, online poker, web surfing for pleasure, etc.

Inclement Weather or Disaster
My policy on this is simple: if the campus is scheduled to be closed at the start time of class, we will not have class. 
In the event that the campus is open, but I cannot safely travel to campus, I will cancel the class and notify you via 
eMail as soon as I can.

Miscellaneous policy information
Disability Accommodations: Students with disabilities may request reasonable accommodations through 

the A&M-Texarkana Disability Services Office by calling 903-223-3062. 
Academic Integrity: Academic honesty is expected of students enrolled in this course. Cheating on exami-

nations, unauthorized collaboration, falsification of research data, plagiarism, and undocumented use of materials 
from any source constitute academic dishonesty and may be grounds for a grade of ‘F’ in the course and/or disci-
plinary actions.  For additional information, see the university catalog. 

A&M-Texarkana Email Address: Upon application to Texas A&M University-Texarkana an individual will 
be assigned an A&M-Texarkana email account. This email account will be used to deliver official university corre-
spondence. Each individual is responsible for information sent and received via the university email account and is 
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expected to check the official A&M-Texarkana email account on a frequent and consistent basis. Faculty and stu-
dents are required to utilize the university email account when communicating about coursework. 

Drop Policy: To drop this course after the census date, a student must complete a Drop/Withdrawal Re-
quest Form, located on the University Registrar’s webpage or obtained in the Registrar’s Office. The student must 
submit the signed and completed form to the instructor of each course indicated on the form to be dropped for his/
her signature.  The signature is not an “approval” to drop, but rather confirmation that the student has discussed 
the drop/withdrawal with the faculty member.  The form must be submitted to the Registrar’s office for processing 
in person, email Registrar@tamut.edu, mail (7101 University Ave., Texarkana, TX  75503) or fax (903-223-3140).  
Drop/withdraw forms missing any of the required information will not be accepted by the Registrar’s Office for 
processing.  It is the student’s responsibility to ensure that the form is completed properly before submission.  If a 
student stops participating in class (attending and submitting assignments) but does not complete and submit the 
drop/withdrawal form, a final grade based on work completed as outlined in the syllabus will be assigned. 

Information for Web-Enhanced Courses
Class Participation: Students are responsible for beginning their participation starting on the FIRST CLASS 

DAY by logging on and completing assignments according to the COURSE CALENDAR. Failure to submit online 
assignments between the first day of classes and the University census date (according to the University schedule) 
may result in an ADMINISTRATIVE DROP from the course. 

Students with federal loans and/or grants: Students who have federal loans and grants must be aware that 
participation is monitored in online courses.  In the event a student withdraws from a course the student will be 
required to refund all federal funds prorated from the last date of participation.  A student’s last access to Black-
board would not suffice as participation.  The required weekly activity could include a comment to a blog, a discus-
sion board posting, a journal entry, a quiz or exam, a submitted assignment, or other measurable and tracked activi-
ty.  

Student Technical Assistance: Solutions to common problems and FAQ’s for your web-enhanced and on-
line courses are found on the Online Student Training page on our website.

If you cannot find your resolution there, you can submit a support request by contacting the IT Service 
Desk: 

Email: isite@tamut.edu — Phone: 903-334-6603 
Submit a Support Request - isite.tamut.edu/  
Additional student help for Blackboard can be found here: 
Blackboard Help for Students: https://en-us.help.blackboard.com/Learn/9.1_2014_04/Student 
Technical Requirements:  

The following are the minimum computer requirements for online learning: 
• A computer capable of handling streaming video. A mid-range multi-core CPU should be adequate.
• A sound card.
• A high speed internet connection preferably directly connected to the computer via a hard-wired Ethernet 

connection rather than wirelessly connected.
• Virus and adware protection software.
• Microsoft Word, minimum version 2007 or above.
• Mozilla Firefox browser available free. 
• The most recent versions of Java, Flash, QuickTime, Adobe Reader, and Shockwave. You can check this in 

the Firefox browser by visiting: 
• Firefox Plugin Check Tool 

Please note: some instructors may require the use of a headset with microphone and/or a webcam.  If so, 
the cost of these items is not included in your course fees and will need to be acquired at your own expense.

Blackboard Mobile for iOS and Android Devices
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Android and iOS devices are currently supported using the Blackboard 
Mobile App, available for free from your App Store. Scan the QR code to the 
right to get it.

The Blackboard Mobile App provides limited access to courses, includ-
ing the ability to read and contribute to discussions, check grades and an-
nouncements, access content, read and comment on blogs, reflect in journals, 
link to your personal Dropbox, and receive push notifications when courses are 
updated. Limited course features may also be available via your mobile device's 
browser; however, your mobile device does not replace your personal computer 
and should not be used as a substitute for one. High stakes assignments, tests, 
etc. should be completed on your personal computer, and not on your mobile 
device.
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