Guiddinesfor Preparing a Portfolio Review Paper

The Claremont Graduate University

Review papers should approximate the style, coverage, and scholarship of well-written published
reviews such as those that appear in Psychological Bulletin and other established professond outlets.
The CGU Psychology Department procedures for evaluating portfolio items also gpproximate review
procedures of journals. The firgt reader normally eva uates the origind submission and asingle revison,
if oneisrequired. A draft is passed on to the second reader after the first reader has approved it, or if
the first reader judges that the second reader should see it before revisions are made. Second readers
normaly evauate no more than two versions of a paper.

Given these limited review opportunities, it isimportant that first drafts, as well as revisons, be carefully
prepared. Any manuscript submitted for evauation should, & a minimum, be clearly and concisdy
written, use proper grammar, punctuation and spelling, and be free of typographica errors. It should
aso use the format described in the latest APA Publication.Manual. Proofreading your paper by
reading it out loud to yoursdlf is a good way to check for errors and awkward sentence structures.
Another strategy for improving amanuscript beforeit is submitted to afaculty reader isto ask afellow
student to read and provide critical comments on the organization, content, and style of your paper, and
then to revise it making use of that feedback.

There are at least four essentid stepsin preparing a professondly adequate review paper: 1) defining
the problem and the boundaries of the literature considered, 2) conducting the literature review, i.e.,
locating and reading the appropriate references, 3) processing the relevant materia to determine what
central themes or conclusions emerge, and 4) constructing a manuscript that coherently develops the
themes. The processis more iterative than linear. For example, discoveries of new literature lead you
to redefine the problem; an emerging theme may lead to dearer definitions of the problem and to
sharper presentations of the arguments. A review paper should not aim to cover too mucht-either in
terms of the number of references examined or the scope of the problem. It isvery difficult to prepare a
coherent manuscript from a broad and diverse literature.

A good review paper reflects the developed convictions of the author about abody of literature. 1tis
not merely asummary of empirica studies or even an "objective’ report of the evidence. A manuscript
that proceedsin alinear fashion, sequentially presenting theories and research in away that reveds no
coherent theme or central message, is not acceptable. Such a manuscript may provide evidence of
defining a problem and reading the literature (eps| and 2), but it is deficient in processing information
and in forging new ideas (eps 3 and 4).

Here are some guiddines that eaborate upon the steps outlined above:

[) Begin with aone- or two-page concept paper that outlines the problem asyou seeiit at the outset.
Say why the problem is important, and how you think you might organize the materid. Do some
checking to be sure that there is some literature on the topic, but not so much that it cannot be reviewed
in areasonable amount of time. Be especidly careful not to define the problem too broadly. Share the
concept paper with your advisor or first reader. Ask for his’her gpproval and suggestions.

2) From the references you locate and read, determine a set of worthwhile observations or conclusons



you can make about thet literature. Tentatively select one or two themes that you think are worth
developing. Then re-scrutinize the literature to seeif the themes Htill seem gppropriate; modify them if
necessary. Organize the paper in such away that empirica research is cited to support points you
make. Be sdlectivein what you cite, but do not omit important references because they are incons stent
with your argument.

3) Hone and shape your ideas by writing. Work to communicate clearly and coherently the theme(s)
you have developed. Let your own conclusions and inferences drive the writing. Do not, incidentaly,
merely cite another writer's conclusons or evauations, formulate and express your own. It isadvisable
to state your themes early in the paper, so0 the reader can reason aong with you. If you merely lay out
the evidence and then state your conclusions, the reader's task is more difficult. Specificaly avoid runs
of paragraphs that summarize study after study, or theory after theory. Organize and present
literature so as to document the points (themes, conclusions) that you have drawn. If the theories
are to be presented, show how each bears directly on the foca problem; do not provide a series of
generd theoretica overviews.

4) A coherent review paper is more likely to result if you work steadily on the project once you
begin. Set reasonable bounds on the scope of the paper, and on the time and effort devoted to it. For
example, it should be possible to complete the first draft of a paper in four to eight weeks of
concentrated work. Do not aim to provide the last word on the topic--you will not. Aim ingtead to
provide some insghts on the subject matter. Limit your paper to 25 pages, double spaced; lessis often
gopropriate. It ishard to sustain a coherent argument about a limited body of literaturein amore
extended manuscript.

Before you begin this process, consult recent issues of Psychological Bulletin for articles that illusirate
the kind of review described above. Locate one or two suitable models and keep them available for
reference. Before beginning to write, read the attached article, "Writing areview paper for
Psychological Bulletin" by Daryl Bem. Thisarticle presents many additiond helpful guiddines and tips.
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