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Part A: The journalism
Credibility of Source
1) Is this article from a credible source? Justify your response(1)

YES.  No mark for this bit only 1 for the justification

The Age:
· is not a tabloid OR 
·  it has a reputation for responsible reporting of science OR
· It is a broadsheet newpaper that has a protocol to ensure the accountability of its journalists
(any accurate and sensible response)
Facts or Opinions
2) Does the article include mostly facts or mostly opinions.  Support your response by quoting two specific points from the article. (2)
The article is mostly factual.  I could only identify one opinion in the article; it was
Line 16 Damage was likely (but not yet proven) to be greater in people who started using at a younger age, especially adolescents, he said. 
This opinion is the opinion of the main scientist involved in the research and it is given tentatively (“but not yet proven”) 
Overall I would say the article is based on facts.
It includes data from the research conducted eg Line 9 “drop in the size of the hippocampus by 12% and a 7% shrinkage of the amygdala.” 
And many comments are given as direct quotes from the scientists or doctors involved in the study who have excellent knowledge of subject matter eg. Line 14  "This is the first time science has shown that everybody is vulnerable if you use long enough and heavily enough," Dr Yucel said.
3) Are factual statements made in this article substantiated?(ie.backed up with evidence, statistics or quotes from a person who is an expert in the required field) (2)
The fact that the amygdala and hippocampus have shunken is substantiated by data (calculated percentage decreases in the size are given in line 9)
Other facts are substantiated by being quotes by people that are authorities or specialists in their field. Dr Mural Yucel or Dr Dr Nadia Solowij
Authority of sources:
4) Should we accept Murat Yucel as an authority on the science reported in this article? Justify your response.(2)  Yes. His credentials are verifiable on the internet. 
Any two of the following points
· He is well extremely well qualified. Dr Murat Yucel has a clinical PhD in Neuropsychology 
· He is seen as an authority in the area and was interview by catalyst in relation to the effect of cannibis on the brain. 
· He is employed by  one of our most reputible universities; Melbourne University
· He has co authored in excess of 150 peer reviewed articles in the area of neurophsycology
Quality of Journalism
Title
5) Does the title accuarately reflect the article? Explain.(2)
The term Coup De Grass is a word play on the french phrase “coup de grâce” which means death blow.  Since the hippocampus plays and important role in forming memories and this article discusses the fact that use of marijuana causes this part of the brain to shrink by 12%, then it reflects (at least partically) what the article is about. The word Grass is deliberately used instead of Grace as grass is a slang term for marijuana.
6) Is the title effective? Give a reason for your answer(1)
Yes with any reason similar to those below
· It is quite effective as it does not mislead, it give an idea about what the article is about.
· It is a clever play on words as “grass” is a slang term for marijuana.  
· The title might attract the reader because it is a bit unusal and they might see it as a cryptic clue and be interested in seeing what the meaning of the
NO  with any on the following reason
· As some people will have no idea what coup de grass means and might be put off by the use of french.
· No it is too cryptic 
Language
7) Was the use of language in this article appropriate? Justify by using specific examples from the text.(2)
Yes.  The language used is not too sophisticated and the phrasing is kept simple.(1)
Any technical terms MRI , hippocampus, amygdala are defined within the article.(1)

Coherency
8) Was the article coherent? Use examples from the article to justify your point of view. (4)
1 mark for identifying a point that made it coherent(eg order of content) 1 mark for  justification from the artilce of each point. 
The order of the content is mostly appropriate.(1) It began with a summary and key points/overview of the experiment and key findings to rope in the reader. It then went on to outline the study before giving the data that they achieved and finally at the end the article raised questions for further consideration and targeted possible future research to be done which was a good way to end. Eg. Dr Yucel's team plans to expand on this study…….(1)
"


However it would have flowed better if some material was placed in different sections of the article(1) 
AND for example
 the journal where the article was published was placed at the beginning of the article(1) 
 OR the name of the lead researcher could have be used a bit earlier(1). 
OR The definition of amygdala and hippocampus are plonked in the middle of the article almost out of context. Perhaps these terms could have been described the first time they were used(1).
Image could be placed beside the part of the text that refers to the MRI and what is shows. (1) The imaged OR could be a bit clearer.
FOR EXAMPLE……….
Marijuana's coup de grass to memory New order of text
Date: June 4, 2008
By Nick Miller
· (0)

LONG-TERM, heavy cannabis use causes significant damage to parts of the brain that regulate memory and emotion, Australian researchers have found in a world-first study published this week in the journal Archives of General Psychiatry.
The team was led by Dr Murat Yucel, from the University of Melbourne and the Orygen Research Centre. They scanned the brains of heavy users and found never-seen-before shrinkage of the parts known as the hippocampus and amygdala. 
The hippocampus helps turn an experience into a memory that can last longer than a few minutes. It has also been linked to navigational abilities — taxi drivers have been found to have bigger-than-usual hippocampi.
The amygdala also helps lay down permanent memories and cues our emotional response to the world. Damage to this part of the brain can lead to emotional problems such as irrational fear or phobias.
[image: MRI scans illustrating the damage long-term cannabis use can cause.]The changes were the equivalent of minor brain damage or premature ageing, said Dr Yucel
The researchers took high-resolution MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) scans of the brains of 15 men, average age 39, who had smoked more than five joints daily for over 10 years.
When compared to scans of non-users, they showed a drop in the size of the hippocampus by 12% and a 7% shrinkage of the amygdala. "That may not sound like a lot, but believe me it's a lot of neurons and connections and cells that would be very important (to normal brain function)" MRI scans illustrating the damage long-term cannabis use can cause


Dr Yucel said. 

The study was also a breakthrough because it showed a clear relationship between the amount of cannabis and the quantity of brain changes, psychotic experiences and memory problems in the subjects.
"This is the first time science has shown that everybody is vulnerable if you use long enough and heavily enough," Dr Yucel said. "It does not just apply to a small group of particularly vulnerable people."
Damage was likely (but not yet proven) to be greater in people who started using at a younger age, especially adolescents, he said.
The brain damage was mirrored in the abilities of the study subjects.
About half reported some form of paranoia and social withdrawal, and their ability to recall lists of words was as if they were 16 years older.
Dr Yucel's team plans to expand on this study, to look at the effects on younger brains and to measure the effects of different levels of marijuana use.
"One of the key questions is whether there is a safe level of use," said study co-author Dr Nadia Solowij, from the University of Wollongong.
"That's something we can't answer at the moment."

9) Comment on the currency of the article.  Do you think the content of this article would still be accurate/relevant? Give a breif reason for your opinion.(1) One mark for a suitable justification of opinion.

The newspaper article is from 2008.  It is fairly current and the study used up to date  technology a (MRI) to generate the data.  It is likely to still be relevant.

(However,  perhaps research has now been conducted to address some of the questions posed in this article about effect of use on people of different ages and whether not there is a safe level of use.    So after reading this, an internet search should be able to identify related research)

10) Overall evaluation of the article
Based on the responses to these questions and your general understanding of features of good science reporting how woud you rate this article? Briefly outline your reasons.(3)
Evaluation(no mark for the statement of what you think of the article only for the reasons)
a) Overall I think this is a good/ satisfactory/ unsatisfactory science media report
Reasons: one mark for each reason given(up to 3 reasons). Reason must be reasonable and consistent with the answers given to the questions above.
b) Reasons(briefly) FOR example  It is a concise piece of writing that uses simple language and  explains jargon, states facts and substantiates them with data or comment/explanations by well qualified experts and  it is generally easy to follow.  However the order of some parts of the content could be better arranged.
(this has more than 3 points, but 3 marks is the maximum that can be allocated.)
Part B Scientific Method
11) In this study what was the independent variable(1) degree/extent marijuana use 
12) What is the dependent variable(1)  the size of the different parts of the brain(amygdala, hippocampus)
13) What was the treatment group(1) The group that heavily used marijuana
14) What was the control group(1)  the group that didn’t use marijuana
15) Can you see any problems with the control group in this study?Justify(2) 

A control group should be the same as the treatment group in terms of all variables except the independent variable.  So the level of marijuana uses is the only thing that should differ between individuals in each group in this study.  Between the two groups other factors will have varied as well, as this sometimes cannot be helped when the study involves people.  Eg. Any factor that can differ between people creates problem with experimental controls.

16) Outline the data obtained(1)

The brains of heavy users showed a drop in the size of the hippocampus by 12% and a 7% shrinkage of the amygdala.

( I would question the word drop here as researchers didn’t know the size of these parts on the brain initially )
The most that can really be said is that the MRI’s showed that heavy marijuana users have a smaller hippocampus and amygdala than the control group.

17) What conclusion was made based on the results of the study that was reported(1)
That long term heavy use of  marijuana causes a reduction in the size of the amygdala and hippocampus.
18) Is there any information/details missing from this article that you feel should have been included.
State what it is and breifly explain why you believe it should have been included.(2)
The article stated that MRI’s were done on the study participant to examine the size of the amygdala and hippocampus but it didn’t explain how they obtained data about physchoitic episodes or memory loss by subject participants, yet changes in these areas were referred to in line 13 of the article.(1) A good scientific article would briefly outline what was done to gain this information and this should have been included here so the reader can decide whether the method seems to be suitable. (1)

19) Could there be any other possible explanation for the results observed in the treatment group?  Explain your response(2)
It is possible that the brains of the heavy users had a hippocampus and amygdala that were initially smaller in size(1) and perhaps it is because of the size of these parts of the brain that they have a tendancy towards the use of of marijuana.
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