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P R E FA C E

Why I wrote this book and how you can get
the most out of reading it

Having taught undergraduate and postgraduate students for many years, and
supervised innumerable final year research projects and MSc dissertations, I
know that many students are keen to do research in developmental psychology
but often know little about how to do it. In part this is because traditional
courses in psychology research design and statistics tend to devote little or no
time to the practicalities of research involving children or to the complexities
of analysing and interpreting developmental data. I could have attempted to
remedy this situation by writing a textbook about developmental psychology
research. Instead I have chosen to do something rather different although you
might not realise this if you only look at the first two chapters of this book.
These explain some of the underlying issues in developmental psychology
such as the nature of developmental change and the kinds of theories that are
used to explain how and why change occurs; and I also discuss different ways
in which development can be studied.

The first two chapters are intended to set the scene for the major part of
the book which has a quite different format, consisting of articles from
developmental psychology journals. These articles have been carefully cho-
sen to reflect widely differing approaches to the study of children’s devel-
opment. My reason for focusing on journal articles is that I think the best
way to learn about developmental psychology research – apart from actu-
ally going out and doing it – is to read recent articles to see how researchers
develop and test hypotheses, collect and analyse data and interpret their
findings. This approach might sound daunting if you are a student because
developmental psychology articles are often difficult to read unless you are
already an experienced researcher. This is not because they are badly writ-
ten but because the underlying theory, the methodology and the data analy-
sis they report are complex. So what I have done in this book is to give you
a helping hand.

Each of the 13 papers in the book has a commentary that explains issues
you may find difficult to understand. The commentary will guide you
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through the underlying theory, the hypotheses, the methodology, the sta-
tistical analysis and the interpretation of the data. I explain the background
to each paper and help you to understand why researchers carried out each
study in the way that they did. The points I make in the commentary have
arisen from my experience of the kind of questions that my own students
ask about journal articles.

This book does not teach you how to do statistics but it does show you how
developmental psychologists use statistics in their research and, where I
think it would be helpful, there are notes to guide you through the analy-
sis and results section of a paper. However, I am assuming that you already
know something about research design and that you are likely to have
already carried out some experiments in practical classes, probably using
other students as your participants. You do not need to have had any prac-
tical experience of research involving children but I am assuming that you
are familiar with basic statistical tests such as t-tests, analysis of variance,
correlation and regression.

Articles are grouped into chapters according to the age of the children
being studied, or the type of methodology being used, or the kind of pop-
ulation that is being studied. You may well find that some chapters are
more relevant to your particular interests than others and there is no need
to read every article. However you will get the most out of this book if you
read each article alongside my comments. Articles are reproduced in full
with the exception of the abstract and references. We have omitted these
so that my commentary can be interwoven more easily with the text.

You will also find a list of questions on Table 2.1 (p. ) that you can use as a
general guide when reading the articles. These list the kinds of questions
you should ask yourself as you read each paper. Remember, it is important
to understand not only what researchers found but also how they went
about their research and why they made the choices they did.

I hope you will come away from reading this book with two important
things. The first is a better understanding of the kinds of hypotheses that
are tested by developmental psychology researchers, the methods they use
and the conclusions they draw about the nature of development. The sec-
ond is that you have a framework for understanding new journal articles. If
you feel confident to browse through the latest issue of a developmental
psychology journal then I know that I have succeeded in my task.

Margaret Harris
May 2007

Oxford
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