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Overview Comments, Strengths:

This paper addresses a problem experienced by many students. That is, many students do not perform as well on high-stakes testing as they should. Presumably, this is because they “choke under pressure.”
The authors tested the idea that choking could be reduced if students were allowed to vent their anxiety and worry just prior to a high-stakes test by writing a short, private essay about their feelings.

Overview Comments, Weaknesses:

The study was done under two conditions: one with college students in a make-believe math test situation and the other in a real classroom environment with 9th grade Biology students taking a final exam.
Introduction: 
1.  Was there an explicit hypothesis? If not, what was the implicit hypothesis?
Yes, the authors wanted to test if allowing test-anxious students an opportunity to “vent” their worries before a high-stakes test would help make test scores better than they otherwise would be.
They only tested this in part. An ideal test would be to compare high-stakes test scores in the SAME student under two conditions: one in which an anxious student was allowed to write about fears and worries and another in which there was no such opportunity.

2.  How reasonable does the rationale seem? Why or why not?
The authors believed that worries compete for the working memory needed to perform well. It is similar to the tip-of-the-tongue problem where you can’t recall something you know you know, but recall is blocked by a stressful situation.
It is true that each of us thinks with what is in working memory and that working memory capacity is limited.  Thus, intruding thoughts, whether anxieties and worries or any other thoughts, occupy some of that limited working memory “space” and thus would interfere with the ability to think, as is required on an exam.

        The authors admit to the possibility that writing about fears and worries might cause anxious students to obsess about it more than if they tried to ignore it. But, for reasons not really defended, they concluded this is not likely and ASSUMED that writing about worries would help make them go a way.
After the results seemed to confirm their assumptions, the authors had even more reason to try to explain why such a writing experience was beneficial in the Discussion part of the paper. They did not and conveniently ducked the issue.

3.  What are some alternative ideas that were not considered. Does this research seem scientifically important? Is it medically important? Why or why not?

Totally missing in this study is any consideration of why “good” students do not choke. Worry writing did not benefit them, perhaps because they knew they were prepared and had no reason to choke.

No close examination is made of the writing content. The assumption was that all writing was focused on anxiety and worry. Were there no students who felt confident, who wrote positive and reaffirming comments? It would be nice to know if writing affirmative statements benefitted test scores more than writing about negative feelings. It is entirely possible that high-performing students benefit from being confident in their knowledge and mental ability. Why is this not considered?

Methods:

1.   What is the independent variable: that is, the part of the experiment being manipulated by the experimenter?
The experimenters manipulated whether or not students were allowed to “worry write” and measured the effect of this on exam scores, both under low- and high-stakes conditions.

2.   Is the design adequate? Why or Why not?
Not entirely. As mentioned above, there is the assumption that all students wrote about their anxiety. 

The design involving college students seemed too artificial. This was not a real classroom situation. Moreover, choosing a topic (modular arithmetic) that nobody knew anything about did not seem to be very realistic. In real-world test situations, students are normally tested on topics in which they have received instruction.
3.  How well do the control groups serve as checks on variables that could influence results other than what is being tested? Why or why not? 
... not very well. The control group was allowed to think about most anything during that 10-min period. Researchers had no control over what these students thought about. Some may have even been thinking about the exam, even though they were told not to do so. Likewise, in the test where there was a third group that wrote about anything, there was not control over what they wrote about. They may have picked an event in their past that could have been upsetting or very pleasant, which in turn could affect test performance.

4.  Describe the negative control group and its function? Are there important variables that the control group does not account for?
This was a group that was not given the opportunity to “worry write.” The important uncontrolled variables include what they thought about during the 10 minutes (as mentioned above) There was also no control over the content of the “worry writers.” Some of these may have written about a great deal of anxiety, while some may not have been anxious at all and wrote positive affirmations about how they would perform.
5.  Is there a positive control group or is one needed? 
No such group was tested. It would have helped. A positive control group would be one of non-worriers, a group who felt prepared and confident. These could be divided into two groups, one of which was encouraged to write for 10 minutes about positive, affirmative feelings.
6.  Is double-blind testing needed and used? Why or why not?
This was probably not necessary because data analysis was based on objective measures of test anxiety and test scores.
7.  Do the data-collecting approaches or devices seem appropriate? Are they sensitive enough for what is being tested? 

There are the problems just mentioned about assumptions on what students were thinking and writing prior to the test. But the actual data seem to be objective.
It is an open question on how reliable the test was for measuring test anxiety.

There is a problem in failure to track individual academic skills. That is, the data analysis might benefit from taking into account a given students past academic performance.

8.  Are there other approaches or devices that might have been better to use?
... see comments above about positive control and taking into account each students general academic ability
Results:

1.  Do the results support the hypothesis or not? How convincing is that support? 
Yes, the hypothesis is supported, and the results are fairly convincing (if one neglects the objections over Methods that are mentioned above.
The scatter plots of Fig. 3 show a lot of  variation among individuals. Many variables are incompletely controlled.
2.  Do you notice anything of potential importance in the data that was not commented on by the authors?
Look closely at Fig. 2. The data for the expressive writing group are the same as in Fig. 1. But the scores for the two writing groups substantially higher than the writing group in Fig. 1. No explanation is given for why the control scores in Fig. 1 are lower than those in Fig. 2. Shouldn’t they be the same?

3.  Is the variance in data large enough to suggest that some variables are not being controlled? What might these be?
This is debatable. The test score difference in the 9th grade test-anxiety group is hared to determine from the graph, but it appears to be somewhere between 5 to 10 points. See end of year final exam scores in Fig. 4A.

4.  Apart from the statistical effect, what is the magnitude of the ‘treatment’ effect? Is it large enough to be of much practical importance?
 The benefit is limited to high-anxiety students and may range from 1/2 to a whole letter grade.
Discussion:
1.  Summarize how the authors discussed the results in terms of their original hypothesis.
They concluded that the hypothesis was supported.
2.  Did they point out implications that go beyond the hypothesis?
No. There was little consideration of low-anxiety students and why worry writing was of no benefit to them. There likewise was no consideration of how positive writing and affirmation might help students, both good and below-average students. 

3.  What implications did the authors perceive that go beyond the original hypothesis. Do you perceive any other implications? 

The authors do not grapple with the issue of why worry writing helps. Why does it help instead of interfere? Maybe in some students, it does interfere, and this could account for a lot of the variance noted. 

There is no way to know how much or how little the worry writing reduced anxiety during the test itself.

Also, no control is exerted over the amount of factual rehearsal that occurs during worry writing. Some students may have written about their fears in a non-specific way, whereas others may have written about specific content areas they knew they might have problems with. In this latter case, such students would be rehearsing what they had learned and that might help them score better.

4.  What ideas for future research did the authors generate? What ideas for future research do you generate?
They did not mention any. I think more study needs to be done on why some students are test anxious and others not. Of course if a student is not well prepared (as with the college students here who had no experience with modular math) it is not surprising they would be test anxious. But what determines whether or not a well-prepared student is test anxious and the extent to which worry writing is affected by how well prepared a student is.
The authors might consider future studies in which other ways of “venting” are tested. For example, how about small-group discussion of worries just prior to an exam. 

5.  Note any important information that was not commented on by the authors.

No mention was made of how students estimated their preparation for the final exam and how that related to how much worry writing was beneficial. It is entirely possible, for example, that students who were well prepared had less to write about and might have benefitted less from “venting” their fears and anxieties. 
6.  Does the author state a ‘take-home lesson?

Yes, a single worry writing experience just prior to a high-stakes test can benefit the test scores of high-anxiety students.

7.  How would you state the take-home lesson?
.... as above
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