
I have noticed 3 common issues with research FRQ’s I have 

been grading 

1) Knowing the difference between correlation and causation, and your ability to identify whether a 

study can claim causation, is critical. 

In order for causation (often stated by using words such as causes, leads to, means, ensures,) to be a 

possibility the researcher has to manipulate variables. That means that the researcher has to set up 2 or more 

conditions, one of which will be the control condition, and one will be the experimental condition. There 

should also be random assignment. If these things do not happen, causation (causes, leads to, means, 

ensures,) cannot be claimed. So, if asked if the researcher can claim causation, this can only be a “yes” if the 

manipulation of variables and/or random assignment took place. 

A key buzz word is “manipulated variables.” So, if you can say that the researcher “did” or “did not” 

manipulate variables in your answer, you will be covered if you made the correct determination. 

For example: 

Q: A restaurant manager notices that last year when she did not have live music on Saturday nights, she made 

20% less money than this year, when she did have live music on Saturday nights. She concludes that having 

live music in her restaurant leads to better sales. 

Do you support the manager’s conclusion? Explain your response. 

Ask yourself: “Did a researcher manipulate any variables in this study?” 

Ask yourself: “Did a researcher use random assignment in this study?” 

The answer to both questions above is “no”. She did not set up groups, she did not randomly assign 

anyone to conditions. So, she CANNOT state that “having live music in her restaurant leads to better 

sales.” 

*Whenever a person just “looks at data” it is NOT an experiment, so NO CAUSATION CAN BE IMPLIED.  

The most that can be said is that the variables are related, and that there may be a correlation. 

Your answer to the question above should look something like: “No, I cannot support this 

conclusion because the restaurant manager did not manipulate any variables or use 

random assignment. So, this does not prove that live music “leads to” better sales. There 

may be a correlation, but no causation.” 

(Possible alternative explanations for the sales increase: Maybe it was the economic conditions, 

maybe it was weather, maybe last year was the year of COVID) 

**To address whether causation can or cannot be claimed, be sure to address the aspects of the 

experimental design, not the results. 

 



2) Being able to identify ethical concerns in the study, and offer ways to correct them. Please 

see the simple chart below. If there is a question about ethics, the answer will revolve around 

one of these principles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3) Operational Definitions have been giving students a difficult time. The thing to remember 

when writing operational definitions is that the variables must be described in terms that can 

be OBSERVED and MEASURED.  If you remember (or look back at your notes, look back at the 

Weebly from the Methods unit to see,) the practice that we did for operational definitions, 

you will remember we talked about things like “when it gets cold” and how that cannot be 

measured. “cold” is abstract and cannot be observed or measured.  However, if we 

operationally define “cold” to be “40 degrees or below,” that can be observed AND measured. 

We have changed an abstract concept to a concrete variable. 

See the chart below for some other examples, and then complete the ones for practice on 

your own 

 

 



 

OPERATIONAL DEFINITION PRACTICE:                                         
1.  Does playing Animal Crossing improve my mood? 

IV: (give operational definition): 
DV (give operational definition): 

      2. John wants to test whether studying more increases his test scores.  
IV: (give operational definition): 
DV (give operational definition): 

      3.  Are young people or old people more susceptible to change blindness? 
IV: (give operational definition): 

       DV (give operational definition): 
4. I give 2nd period a reward if they finish their in-class assignment on time but not 3rd period to  
    determine if extrinsic motivators are effective at motivating students. 

IV: (give operational definition): 
       DV (give operational definition): 

 
CAUSATION OR NO CAUSATION PRACTICE:                                  
1. A principal collected data on all students who graduated from her high school in the last 10 years. She found that students who 

took 3 or more AP classes ended up with GPA’s of 3.2 or higher in their Freshman year, while those who took 0 AP classes in high 

school ended up with an average GPA of 2.5.  She announces at a PTA meeting that all students will be required to take at least 3 AP 

classes, and guarantees all graduates will have GPA’s of 3.2 or higher in college.  

Do you support the principal’s conclusion? Explain your response. 

 

2. A researcher studies difference threshold among mothers and babies. The sample group of mothers is randomly assigned to hear 

either their own baby, or someone else’s baby cry. The researcher observes that, on average, mothers who hear their own baby cry 

recognize that a baby is crying at a level of 10 decibels below the volume needed for mothers to recognize the cry of another baby.  

The researcher concludes that mothers will recognize the cry of their own baby quicker than another baby. 

Do you support the researcher’s conclusion? Explain your response. 

 
           Check your answers here. 

 
 

 

Attraction the act, process, or power of              An increase in heart rate of 10% or more 

                                liking. 

Learning  Acquisition of knowledge or skills               Scores 60% or above on a content exam 1  

                                 via experience, study, or being taught.     month after the experience. 

http://jmbpsych.weebly.com/operational-definition-practice.html

