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Format, Style, and Content of Psychology 245 Reaction Paper

W. Jeffrey Wilson
Albion College

A reaction paper addressing a published study on learning is required in PSY 245. The paper
should adhere to the editorial style guidelines of the American Psychological Association. The
writing style must be clear, concise, and grammatical, and the work that you turn in must be
your own. Select any paper published in a learning journal, and clear it with me before you
begin. A timetable of important dates is included. This paper conforms to the guidelines that
you should follow; use it as an example.

As stated on the course syllabus, a reaction paper is required
in this course. Its purpose is to allow you to gain experience
with the psychological literature and demonstrate your abil-
ity to comprehend learning research. This handout provides
information regarding format, style, and other ”mechanical”
aspects of the paper, as well as some suggestions about your
choice of papers.

Format

Scientific writing usually follows a strict stylistic format.
This allows the reader to focus on the content of the paper
rather than on how the material is presented. Your paper is no
exception. The paper should adhere to the editorial style of
the American Psychological Association, as outlined in the
Publication Manual of the American Psychological Associ-
ation, (5th edition, 2001). This book is in the library, and
is available in the bookstore. The following list summarizes
some of the major requirements of APA style.

1. Print or type all parts of the manuscript double-spaced
on noneraseable paper. Do not right-justify the text. Follow
each period with a single space, not two spaces. In the top
right corner of every page provide the first few words of the
title, and beneath or beside that a page number.

2. Include a numbered title page, giving the title, author’s
name, and author’s affiliation (in this case, Albion College).
A condensed title, labeled ”Running Head,” should be typed
in all capital letters, flush left at the top of the title page.

3. Page 2 should consist of an abstract providing a brief
overview of your paper. It should be labeled ”Abstract,”
and should not exceed 960 characters, including punctuation
marks and spaces. The abstract should be typed as a single,
non-indented paragraph.

4. The body of the paper follows, beginning on Page 3. As
this is not a research report, there is no need for sections such
as Method, Results, etc. The text can be one uninterrupted
section, or can be broken down into sections, as you deem
necessary.

5. For numbers, use words (e.g., “seven”) for numbers less
than 10. Use digits for all numbers larger than or equal to 10,
and for any number conveying a unit of measurement or the
number of subjects, even if it is less than 10.

6. Citations of source material in the body of the text

should take the form of the name(s) of the author(s) followed
by the date of publication; for example, Authorone (1968),
Authorone and Authortwo (1984). When there are three,
four, or five authors, the names of all authors are required
only at the first citation (Firstauthor, Secondauthor, Thirdau-
thor, & Fourthauthor, 1982); subsequent citations should be
shortened (Firstauthor et al., 1982). If there are more than
five authors, shorten the citation always, even the first time.
Citation information that is not part of the sentence is placed
within parentheses: ”In 1984, Authorone and Authortwo
replicated the important early finding by Authorone (1968)
that chocolate facilitates migratory behavior in yaks; others
(Firstauthor et al., 1982) have demonstrated this as well.”

7. Following the body of the text, and starting on a sepa-
rate page, come the References. This is not a bibliography.
It should contain only those papers to which you refer in the
body of the text, not everything you have read. Arrange the
references alphabetically by first author, and chronologically
when two or more papers have the same authors in the same
order (unless the papers are identified as parts of a series,
in which case use the series order). The format required for
various types of reference materials appears in the Reference
section of this paper. Be sure to include all of the papers
that you cite. Accuracy in citing your references is crucial!
This deviates from APA style, but you must provide a
copy of the main article that you are discussing, and of
the first page of every paper that you cite.This provides
some assurance that you had the opportunity to read the pa-
pers, rather than relying on someone else’s description of the
research (see discussion of primary sources, below). There
is an automatic loss of 10% of the total possible value of the
paper for each instance in which a copy of a first page is
not provided, and you will get no credit for your paper if a
copy of the primary article is not provided. Please append
the copies to the end of the original copy of the paper.

8. Any Tables or Figures appear after the References. Ta-
bles come immediately after the References, and should be
double spaced on numbered pages. Figure Captions follow
the Tables, and Figures come last. (It is unlikely that Tables
and Figures will be required, but if they are, please follow
this format.)
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Please submit two copies of the paper. One will be re-
turned to you, one will be filed in the Psychology Depart-
ment. The paper should be about 5-6 pages long, exclud-
ing title page, abstract, and references. Consult the APA
Publication Manual regarding the desired style for items not
discussed above, such as abbreviations, seriation, etc. Your
grade will reflect in part the degree to which you comply with
APA style guidelines.

Writing Style

Scientific writing requires clarity and accuracy. Please
write grammatically; do not include sentence fragments,
verbs that do not agree with their subjects, dangling partici-
ples, or split infinitives. If you need assistance with your
writing, contact any grammar or composition text, or a ref-
erence book such as Hacker (1998) or Strunk and White
(1979). (Do not rely on any source other than the APA Pub-
lication Manual for information about APA style.)

To ensure that you have presented material clearly, it is
very good practice to write the paper, then put it aside for 1
or 2 days. If upon your rereading of it the paper still makes
sense to you, it is probably fairly clear. If not, do some rewrit-
ing. Please be sure to proofread the paper before turning it
in. As I have said often in marginal comments on students’
papers, ”If you do not care enough to read this paper, why
should I?” Please take the time to proofread.

I will read and comment on a typed or printed draft of the
paper if you give it to me no later than the date specified be-
low. This will in no way guarantee you any particular grade
on the paper, but will allow you to find out if there are some
serious oversights that need to be corrected.

Appropriate References

Please realize that you are writing an academic paper, and
as such must rely on academic references. This means that
the papers to which you refer should appear in scientific jour-
nals such asLearning & Behavior, Learning & Memory, or
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Animal Behavior Pro-
cesses(there are many others). These are all refereed jour-
nals, meaning that papers are reviewed by others knowledge-
able in the field before they are published. They are also
primary sources, meaning that the papers you read in these
journals are written by the scientists who did the research
leading to the papers. All of your references should be pri-
mary sources, and most should be drawn from refereed jour-
nals (although books or book chapters that are primary works
are also acceptable).

Magazines such asPsychology Today, Scientific Ameri-
can, or Newsweekare usually not appropriate as references
in a scientific paper. A textbook is also inappropriate. These
works are secondary, not primary, sources; they report stud-
ies that were done by others. However, such sources are of-
ten good leads, suggesting avenues of investigation into the
scientific literature. IfNewsweekdescribes Dr. Smith’s work
on the extinction of phobias, do not citeNewsweek. Instead,
find Dr. Smith’s work in scientific journals.

If you rely on electronic services in order to receive arti-
cles, you must have access to the entire article, not the ab-
stract alone. In the case of electronically accessed articles,
you must provide with your paper the page containing the
title and citation information, and at least one page of text in-
dicating that the actual text of the article, rather than simply
the abstract, was available to you.

The most important reason for citing the primary source
is accuracy. Relying on a secondary source means accept-
ing someone else’s interpretation of the original work. Often
this is fine, but equally often you will discover that the au-
thor of the secondary source is biased or inaccurate in his or
her interpretation. Thus, your understanding of the original
experiment will also be inaccurate or biased.

Academic Honesty

It is unfortunate that this section must be included, but
experience suggests that it is necessary.

The work that you turn in must be your own. It is accept-
able, in fact it is essential, that your paper be based on the
work of other people; their contributions must be acknowl-
edged. It is appropriate to read a paper, take notes on it in
your own words, and refer to the findings of that paper in
your own words, with proper citation, when you write your
paper. It is entirely inappropriate to quote directly without
citation, or even to paraphrase with or without citation. Sub-
stituting synonyms into someone else’s text and then retyping
it is not acceptable. Plagiarism is defined by Guralnik (1970)
as the act of taking (ideas, writings, etc.) from (another) and
passing them off as one’s own. Pages 349-350 of the APA
Publication Manual provide a very good discussion of this
issue. Some good web-based sources regarding plagiarism
are available through the psychology department’s web page
(http://www.albion.edu/psychology). Consult these sources
or see me if you have any questions about academic honesty.
If your paper contains plagiarized material you will receive
a grade of 0 and the matter will be referred to the Dean of
Students (as required by theStudent Handbook).

Issues Related to Content

Your paper may address any paper published within the
past 5 years relating to learning theory. Our library contains
many journals that publish such studies, including the three
that were mentioned above in the section on Appropriate
References. Scan the contents of several issues of some of
these journals, and consider an article that is both interesting
to you ands about which you feel you have something to say.
Once you have selected a paper, give me a copy such that I
can approve your choice (I will return the copy to you).

Your paper should address
• the main focus of the article: what did they do and why

did they do it,
• the nature of the learning that was examined (Pavlovian,

instrumental, something else), with your justification for this
decision,

• the context of the study: what other research or what
theoretical concerns caused the investigators to do the study,
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• any interesting studies that followed up on your target
article.

I will be glad to offer guidance if you have questions about
any of these items.

Time Table

1. By March 30: Choose a target article and give me a
copy. This is worth 10% of the value of the paper.

2. By April 10: Give me a typed or printed draft of the
paper for comment (OPTIONAL).

3. April 20, in class: Final version of the paper, plus a
copy, must be handed in no later than this. Late papers will
be penalized at a rate of 10% per day. There will be no ex-
ceptions to this policy.
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