Research Methods in Gerontology 
Fall 2007
Course:  
Thursday, 5:30-8:20 pm
Instructor: 
Lauren Cohen, MA


        
Email:  lauren_cohen@unc.edu



Office:  919-843-8874    Home: 919-563-4257 (before 9pm)



Office hours:  After class or by appointment
Course description:  This course will introduce students to the basic principles of gerontological research and to research practices in general.  Students will learn about qualitative and quantitative research methods, and will utilize these methods and related concepts in the design of a gerontologically-focused research proposal.  Additional attention will be paid to important aspects of research, including literature review, study design, instrument selection, study coordination/management, data analysis, and reporting.  
Required materials:  
Text
DePoy, E. & Gitlin, L.N.  (2005).  Introduction to Research: Understanding and Applying Multiple Strategies (3rd edition).  Saint Louis, MO:  Elsevier Mosby. 

ISBN:  0323028535

Other

Links to supplemental readings and resources will be provided on Readings
Blackboard.  Students are expected to have access to a computer 


and printer in order to access and print out required materials.  
Attendance:
Because this course meets only once every week, attendance at every class is crucial for each student’s academic success.  However, because conflicts are sometimes unavoidable, each student is permitted two absences without penalty.  Additional classes missed will result in one letter-grade per absence being deducted from the final grade.  Tardiness in excess of 30 minutes will count as an absence; habitual tardiness (of any length) will count as an absence.  It is each student’s responsibility to obtain all information (both assignments and announcements) missed during any absence from a classmate.  If you feel that your absence or tardiness deserves special consideration, please arrange to speak with me after class or by appointment.  

Readings:  A critical component of this course is collaboration with both your instructor and peers.  Therefore it is important that you read all required materials prior to the class in which they will be reviewed and come to class prepared to discuss the issues raised by the readings.  Thoughtful, informed discussion will count for 15% of your final grade.  
Written Assignments:  All assignments are due at the beginning of the class period in which they are due.  Late assignments will be subject to an immediate penalty of ten points and will not be considered at all if they are not submitted prior to noon on the Saturday following the class in which they were due.
   

Written assignments must be typed and double-spaced on 8½ x 11” white paper with 1” margins using standard fonts (e.g., Times New Roman or Arial and 12 point).  Correct grammar, punctuation, and spelling are expected.  Citation style should follow APA format (refer to APA style handout on Blackboard).  General principles of research writing should be observed; refer to the Purdue Writing Resource lab for guidance (link available on Blackboard).
Examinations:  There will be occasional pop tests that will account for a total of 20% of your grade.  Pop tests may be based on materials from previous classes or assigned readings for the current class.  The final exam will count for 20% of your grade and will require a synthesis of materials from the class.  Students will not be allowed to make up missed pop tests or exams. 
Academic Integrity:  All students are expected to abide by the UNCG Honor Policy.  Please refer to http://academicintegrity.uncg.edu/complete/ for details on that policy.
The instructor will be expected to:

1). Be available for meetings (after class and by appointment).


2). Be clear about expectations for student assignments and be timely in returning 
graded assignments.

3). Make efforts to enhance student learning.  This will include: (1) maintaining an atmosphere of mutual respect in the classroom, (2) using various teaching and 
 evaluation strategies - lectures, class discussion, group exercises, problem-solving, quizzes, and take-home assignments, and (3) promoting active debate, discussion, and presentation of conflicting viewpoints about gerontological research strategies.

4) Be receptive to feedback and suggestions from students about course content and procedures.

Evaluation:  Assignments will account for the following percentages of your grade: 


Class participation and 

discussion (both quantity and quality)

15%


Quizzes





20%


Written assignments




20%


Final written research proposal


10%


Presentations (of instruments, proposal)

15%


Final exam





20%









Grading:  Letter grades will be assigned as follows: 
Numeric
Letter

Transcript
Grade

Grade

Points

93+

A

4.0

90-92

A-

3.7

83-89

B

3.0

80-82

B-

2.7

70-79

C

2.0

<70

---

0.0

August 23
Introduction to Research Methods in Gerontology




Reading: 

· Chapters 1-3




Class: 

· Review syllabus and class requirements.
· Discuss the definition, foundation, and broad types of research
Assignment:

· Review syllabus 
August 30
Research Basics and Framing the Research Question




Reading:

· Chapter 4 and article in August 30th folder on Blackboard 



Class:

· Introduction to standardized tests and surveys in aging research (Note:  We will discuss this topic in greater detail in later classes, however this introduction is provided so that you will be able to choose an instrument for presentation).  

· Review instrument presentation assignment. 

· Learn how to identify and frame a relevant, answerable research question.  
· Introduction to literature review

· Informal discussion of topics and problems that interest you. 
· Brainstorm methods for determining what research instruments are relevant to those topic areas.
· Review article

Assignment:

· Be prepared to provide the name of the research instrument that you will present to the class.  Also, determine a date for your presentation.  See page 8 of this syllabus for details about the instrument presentations.  Instrument and date choice due in class on September 6th. 

· Type a 2-3 page summary detailing a relevant research question that interests you and how you might scientifically examine that question.  Be sure to address issues related to sampling, measurement (including information about study and survey design that will be presented in our September 13th class), as well as background information from the existing literature in this area (you should cite at least two scientific articles that address your topic of interest).  Due in class on September 20.  If you would like for me to read one draft in advance, it is due to me by September 8th.  
September 6  
Hypothesis Formulation



Reading:  
· Chapters 5-7 and articles in September 6th folder on Blackboard 
Class:

· Discuss literature reviews and designs employed in gerontological research.  Focus on how to choose the best study design to answer different types of questions. 
· What criteria should be used to evaluate research studies? 

· Choose instrument and date for presentation.  
· Group discussion of each student’s proposed research idea

· Review article

Assignment:

· Continue to work on your 2-3 page proposal summary – due September 20.

September 13  Experimental Study Designs I



Reading:  
· Chapters 8, 9, and 11 
Class:

· Introduce experimental study designs and sampling
· Variables and level of measurement

Assignment:

· Continue to work on your 2-3 page proposal summary – due September 20.

September 20  Experimental Study Designs II 
Reading:  
· Chapters 13 and 16 
· Article in ‘September 20th’ folder on Blackboard 
Class:

· Submit 2-3 page proposal summaries
· Continue discussion of experimental study designs and sampling
· Discuss measurement in experimental designs

· Review article

September 27
Experimental Study Designs III



Reading:  
· Chapter 16
· Article in ‘September 27th’ folder on Blackboard 
Class:

· Detailed discussion about measurement in experimental designs.  

· Address reliability and validity, and threats to these constructs in research. 

· Review requirements for final research proposal.

Assignment:

· Begin work on final proposal – literature review, based on the model presented in Chapter 5 of your text, of at least 10 articles relevant to your proposed study is due in class no later than October 18th; 1-2 page Introduction based on at least 5 relevant articles due in class on October 25th; revised introduction and 1-2 page proposed methods section due in class on November 8th. 
October 4  Case Study Designs and Clinical Trials 
Reading:  
· Read Chapters 23, 24 and reread Chapter 8
· Review confounding handout

Class:

· Discuss case studies and clinical trials and the benefits and limitations of each.  
· Review bias and confounding and how to avoid problems associated with each

Assignment:

· Work on literature review and proposal introduction and methods. 
October 11
Naturalistic Study Designs
Reading:  
· Chapters 10, 14, 17
· Article in October 11th folder on Blackboard article 

Class:

· Introduce naturalistic design methods and measurement strategies.
Assignment:

· Work on proposal introduction and methods. 

October 18
Smorgasbord!  Writing a Research Proposal & Research Ethics and 


Institutional Review Boards
Reading:  
· Handout and article in October 18th folder on Blackboard 

Class:

· Literature review due in class
· Review ethics of working with human research subjects

· Review IRB policies and practices 
· Informed consent

· Review process of writing an effective research proposal

· Q&A on writing fundable proposals

Assignment:

· Continue to work on proposal methods.
October 25
Data Management 
Reading:  

· Chapter 18 and handout in October 19th folder on Blackboard
Class:

· Introduction due in class

· Review methods for collecting, organizing, and storing data
· Excel, Access, and Epi-Info demonstration
Assignment:

· Continue to work on revised proposal introduction and methods.
November 1
Data Analysis 
Reading:  
· Chapters 19, 20 and handout in November 1st folder on Blackboard 
Class:
· Discuss foundation of data analysis and basic analytic techniques

· Learn how to determine what analytic methods are appropriate for different types of data
Assignment:

· Begin working on final draft of research proposal 
· Use the data analysis flowchart to determine what basic analytic techniques are appropriate for your proposed research project.  Come to November 8th class prepared to state what analysis plan you think is best suited for your data.  

November 8
Data Analysis Workshop 
Reading:  
· Chapters 19, 20 and handout in November 2nd folder on Blackboard
Class:

· Revised introduction and 1-2 page methods section due in class
· SAS, SPSS, and Excel demonstration 
· Use various software to describe, analyze, and present your data

· Present and confirm an analytic plan for dealing with data collected in your proposed research project

Assignment:

· Continue working on final draft of research proposal 

· Incorporate analytic plan into your research proposal

November 15
Presenting Research
Reading:  
· Chapter 22 and handout in November 15th folder on Blackboard 
Class:

· Discuss effective strategies for communicating and presenting research findings
· In class exercise:  Create a scientific abstract to present hypothetical results of your proposed research project. 

· Exam Question and Answer session

Assignment:

· Finalize the abstract that you began work on in class.  Abstract should be submitted as a written assignment November 29th. 
November 22

No Class – University Holiday. 

November 29

Presentations and Exam Preparation 
Class:

· Proposal presentations  
Assignment:  

· Use presentation feedback to finalize written research proposal that is due in class on December 6th.  

· Study for final exam.

December 6

Final Exam 

Class:

· Final Exam

· Written research proposals due in class.  Late assignments will be subject to the penalties outlined in the ‘Written Assignments’ section of this syllabus.   

Instrument Presentation:  Students are required to complete a thorough literature review of one commonly used instrument in gerontological research, write a short paper (2-3 pages) on the origin, content, utility, and psychometric quality of the instrument, and give a brief presentation in class.  Please bring copies of your paper to share with class peers on your presentation.  For the presentation, each student will prepare and present a 12-minute talk to present the major points of the written paper.  All instrument selections must be approved by me; however, you should know that there are hundreds, if not thousands of aging-oriented research instruments.  When making your selection, try to choose a commonly used, previously validated, reliable instrument (i.e., do not choose one that has only been used once by the same person who created it).  Also, be certain to do a quick check on the internet to make sure that you can obtain a copy of the instrument that you choose – an increasingly common practice is that of copyrighting instruments, thus making them available only a ‘pay-to-use’ basis.  Sample instruments that may be selected include (but are in no way limited to): 

Cornell Scale for Depression in Dementia

Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index

Boston Naming Test 




Berg Balance Scale

Digit Symbol Substitution Test 


Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale

Caregiving Hassles Scale



Falls Efficacy Scale 
Minimum Data Set (subsets may be acceptable)
Geriatric Depression Scale

Physical Performance and Mobility Examination
Templer Death Anxiety Scale

And many, many, many more
You should try to choose an instrument that is in some way related to a research project that you would like to conduct.  In this way, the research that you do regarding the instrument and major findings related to its use can inform your written proposal!

Presentation Dates (maximum two presentations per date – assigned on a first come, first serve basis): 

September 27 

October 4, 11, 18, 25
November 1, 15
Each 12-minute presentation will be followed by a 3-minute question and answer period.  By following this format, the presentations will mirror those commonly seen at professional meetings.  Presentations will be evaluated both in terms of content, presentation style, and ability to answer questions.  All presentations will be evaluated both by your peers (anonymously) and the instructor.  The written paper will be evaluated according to the guidelines presented in the “Written Assignments” section of this syllabus, and will additionally be evaluated in terms of writing style and clarity, and the degree to which each student accurately addressed the origin, content, utility, and psychometric qualities of the instrument.   
Tips for effective presentations: 

How ‘not’ to present:  http://bmj.bmjjournals.com/cgi/reprint/321/7276/1570
How to use Powerpoint:  http://its.uncg.edu/Office_Computing/Presentations_Graphics/
General presenting tips:  http://www.cs.uu.nl/groups/AD/Spilman.pdf
Research Proposal:  Each student will prepare and submit a 10-15 page research proposal that outlines the rationale, design, conduct, and analysis of a scientific research project in an area related to aging.  Each proposal should be of a quality similar to what would be submitted as a grant proposal.  Students should draw from all class materials to address important aspects of research, including, but not limited to:  a review of the current literature in that area, type of study design, the rationale and benefits of such a design, sampling and study population, instrumentation/methodology, data collection and management plan, analytic plan, and potential benefits of the study.  Note that grant proposals would also include a detailed budget; this is not required, but as you work on the proposal, you should consider how you would address the budget.  
Research proposals should be loosely organized into the following sections:  Background or literature review, rationale, methods (organized as applicable into sections on population of interest, sampling, recruitment, measures (including reliability and validity of any measures), intra-study reliability, data collection), data management, analytic plan, and project significance.
Sample research proposals: 

http://www.missouri.edu/~nursing/academics/msresearchproposal.pdf
http://www.ucalgary.ca/md/CAH/research/res_prop.htm 
Additional tips: 
http://foundationcenter.org/getstarted/tutorials/shortcourse/index.html 
http://www.niaid.nih.gov/ncn/grants/ 

Refer to Writing materials presented on the course Blackboard site for additional guidance on writing and APA format. 
Research Proposal Presentation:  Each research proposal will be presented in a 12-minute presentation that will be followed by a 3-minute question and answer period.  In this way, the presentations will mirror that commonly seen at professional meetings.  Presentations will be graded on:  quality of research design, extent to which all applicable concerns (e.g., sampling, instrumentation, analytic plan, etc.) are addressed, quality of presentation medium, presentation style, and ability to answer questions.  All presentations will be evaluated both by your peers (anonymously) and the instructor.  

Tips for effective presentations: 

How ‘not’ to present:  http://bmj.bmjjournals.com/cgi/reprint/321/7276/1570
How to use Powerpoint:  http://its.uncg.edu/Office_Computing/Presentations_Graphics/
General presenting tips:  http://www.cs.uu.nl/groups/AD/Spilman.pdf






Syllabus is subject to change provided adequate notification. 
- 1 -

