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Istituto Universitario di Scienze Motorie

Seminario Università Cattolica
Milano, 12-13 maggio 2005

Alcune Informazioni Generali

Questo seminario è fortemente dettato dalla mia 
esperienza professionale di circa 16 anni negli US 
In questo senso, il seminario riassume opinioni e 
convinzioni personali piuttosto che 
raccomandazioni rigide o insindacabili
Il seminario è anche decisamente legato alle mie 
esperienze raccolte nel contesto della psicologia 
della personalità, della psicologia sociale e della 
psicologia dello sviluppo
Credo che i principi guida che suggerisco sono, 
comunque, validi ed applicabili ad altri contesti 
disciplinari

Struttura del Seminario

Visto il tema generale del seminario, il materiale 
(sia dispense che PPT.) è scritto in lingua inglese

La giornata di oggi è dedicata alla presentazione, 
in due parti, di concetti e temi più o meno ovvi 
legati alla preparazione e qualità di un articolo 
scientifico

La giornata di domani sarà invece dedicata a degli 
esercizi e prove pratiche con le quali “mettere alla 
prova” gran parte dei principi discussi nella prima 
giornata
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Let’s Start …….

Part 1 – The Basics of Writing: 
Learning Objectives

From this first part of the seminar you should be 
able to:

ü Understand the purpose of research reports
ü Structure your own research report correctly
ü Understand the purpose, structure and typical content of 

each section of a psychological research report
ü Understand the purpose of referencing references 

correctly
ü Understand what is meant by “academic ownership” 

and “plagiarism”

The Purpose of Research Reports

Tell other researchers and psychologists 
about your work

Three key ways to do that:
ü Presenting papers at conferences
ü Writing books
ü Publishing papers on journals
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General issues concerning 
typing the manuscript

Use double space throughout the paper
Leave space at the margins (at least 2-3 cm)
Indent (5 spaces) each paragraph of the 
manuscript
Use a 12 point font  
Single space after sentence terminators
Make sure the text is left aligned and not 
justified

General issues concerning 
typing the manuscript

You must use complete sentences
The first sentence of a paragraph must be 
independent (able to stand on its own).
Example:
n While these studies are important, there is ….

nBetter: While studies of the effects of …… on 
…. are important, there is ….

General issues concerning 
typing the manuscript

Try not to use slang (e.g., It is strange that  ….)
Do not use contractions.  That is, do not use it’s, 
use it is
In general, “past tense” can be used for abstract, 
introduction, and methods, whereas “present 
tense” for results and discussion
Proofread the final copy that you submit and 
correct minor typographical errors, formatting, 
spelling, or even the wording.  
A corrected manuscript will indicate you are 
serious about your work
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The Structure of Research 
Reports 

Typical sequence of sections:
ü Title page 
ü Abstract
ü Introduction
ü Methods
ü Results
ü Discussion
ü References
ü Appendices (optional)

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Title page

Gives first clue of content
Should be succinct and fairly simple (10-12 
words max)
Often stated in terms of independent and 
dependent variables
First letter of each major word in Capitals
To compose after completing the article and 
knowing its structure and content

Title--why do you need 
one?

Introduces the topic of 
discussion to the audience
Generates reader interest 
in the argument
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Creating a Title

Try to grab attention by
n offering a provocative image
n picking up on words or 

examples offered in the body 
or conclusion of the paper

n asking a question
Avoid titles that are too 
general or lack character

Considering Titles

Imagine you just wrote a paper offering 
solutions to the problem of road rage.  

Which do you consider to be the best title?
Road Rage

Can’t Drive 55
Road Rage: Curing Our Highway Epidemic

Title Pages – Example 1 

n Before: “Is abortion a problem among youth? A 
study of attitudes in university students”

n After: “Attitudes Towards Abortion in 
Midwestern College Students ”
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Title Pages – Example 2 

n Before: “The Display of Emotions in Public 
Contexts”

n After: “Public Emotional Responses to Visual 
Stimuli as a Function of Sex and Self-Esteem”

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Abstract

Short, clear summary of whole report (150 to 200 
words)
Allows reader to determine whether report is 
worth reading or not

Should include:
ü Brief account of phenomenon of interest
ü Bare essentials of study design 
ü Main findings
ü Main conclusions

Abstract: An Example

When are men more emotionally expressive than women? 
One hundred male and 100 female undergraduates were 
individually shown a sad or a happy film, while being 
observed by one or both of their parents. Judges blind to 
condition rated participants' facial expressions, and a 
Lachrymeter measured their tear volume. Men cried more 
during the sad movie but laughed less during the happy 
movie than did the women (interaction, p< .02). However, 
men in the father-watching condition with low self-esteem 
(Darley Self-Concept Scale) cried less than all other 
participants (p < .05). It is suggested that sex differences in 
emotional expression are moderated by the valence of the 
emotion and--for men--by self-esteem and conditions of 
being observed
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What is an introduction?

Acquaints the reader 
with the topic and 
purpose of the paper
Generates the audience’s 
interest in the topic
Offers a plan for the 
ensuing argument

Methods for Constructing an 
Introduction

personal anecdote
example-real or 
hypothetical
question
quotation
shocking statistics
striking image

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Introduction

It should:
ü Convey why the topic investigated is worthy of 

research
ü Provide a clear, concise, and critical account of relevant 

prior research
ü Explain where there is a gap in knowledge or 

understanding (and how your study hoped to fill it)
ü Explain what questions your study was designed to 

answer and what predictions or hypotheses you tested
Start with general, broad issues and “funnel down” 
to quite specific predictions and hypotheses
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The Structure of Research 
Reports – Introduction

It should:

ü Contain an absolute minimum of four paragraphs: the 
general introduction, the literature review, the 
connection of the present study to the literature and the 
explicit statement of purpose

ü Tell the reader why you performed the study, that is, 
about your research questions, why they are important, 
and how your study is unique when compared to 
previous studies

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Introduction

General points :
ü Provide a clear structure
ü Provide evidence for factual statements
§ Crash dieting is on the increase in the United 

Kingdom χ
§ Recent research suggests that crash dieting is on the 

increase in the United Kingdom (ref.) √
ü Pitch writing at appropriate levels of 

intelligence or understanding

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Methods

Tells reader what you actually did
Should allow enough information to allow 
replication

Four subsections are often used:
ü Participants
ü Materials
ü Design 
ü Procedures
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Methods -- Participants

Give relevant, summary details of your sample

Always say how many participants there were 

Not necessary to mention other factors unless they 
may be important to your investigation or the  
generality of your findings

Say how participants were sampled

Methods -- Materials

Describe materials, stimuli or apparatus 
and, where appropriate, how they were 
devised

Do not explain how they were used 

Should not be just a boring list

Methods -- Design

Outline the formal design features of your 
study, such as:

n Independent variables (what you manipulated)
n Dependent variables (what you measured)
n Type of experimental design 
n How you counter-balanced the conditions (if 

necessary)
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Methods -- Procedure

Explain how participants were 
assigned to conditions
Describe or reproduce key aspects of 
instructions
State briefly if or how participants 
were debriefed
Avoid extraneous details

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Results

Can be the shortest but, often, the most 
difficult section to write

Specify exactly what data were collected

Present a description and analysis of data

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Results

DO :
ü Report everything relevant to your research question or 

hypotheses
ü Provide enough details for reader to be able to draw 

their own conclusions 
ü Describe your results
ü Label conditions clearly in graphs (called figures) or 

tables
ü Label tables and graphs correctly
ü Report inferential tests in appropriate formats
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The Structure of Research 
Reports – Results

DO NOT:
ü Present interpretations of results
ü Use a graph when a table will do
ü Use a table when the data can be described in 

text
ü Do not include raw data
ü Describe underlying principles of standard 

statistical procedures or the reasons for their 
use

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Discussion

Should make good sense when isolated from the 
rest of the report
Main findings are stated
Findings are interpreted 
Findings are related to other research
State of knowledge and understanding of the 
research topic is re-assessed 
Success of study is evaluated?

The Structure of Research Reports –
Discussion (an alternative)

Summarize findings
Relate findings to predictions/hypotheses
Consider possible interpretations of findings
Evaluate design and procedure?
State implications of findings in relation to earlier 
studies and theories
Make original suggestions
Include a final paragraph/section in which main 
conclusions are summarized
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The Structure of Research 
Reports – References

Included in your report for two main 
reasons:
n So that the reader can get hold of books or 

journal papers from which you got your 
information and read them

n So that it is clear who the “owners” of the 
words, ideas, or research knowledge and 
findings are

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Correct Referencing

Readily, two things:

n Showing clearly within the body of a report 
where you found a piece of information, idea, 
or quotation – this is called a “citation”

n Presenting a correctly formatted list of the 
publications that were cited in the body of a 
report under the heading “references”

The Structure of Research 
Reports – Correct Referencing

DO NOT:
n Use the heading “bibliography”
n Have sub-headings or subsections for different types of 

publications
n Cite lectures or lecture handouts (because they are not 

publications and are not available to others in the 
scientific community)

n Include publications in your reference list which have 
not been cited in the body of your report

n Cite publications without including them in your 
reference list
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The Structure of Research Reports –
Academic Ownership and Plagiarism

Whenever you are reproducing someone’s 
else words, or writing about someone else’s 
ideas or research findings, you must always
make it clear whose words, ideas, or 
findings they are
Failure to do this may be seen as plagiarism
Plagiarism is an academic offense with 
heavy penalties …..

End of Part 1 …. 
Let’s Take a Break

Part 2 – Meta-Language Issues: 
Recommendations about Good Writing

In this second part of the seminar, the goal 
is:

n to review some key concepts concerning good 
writing 

n give examples
n Discuss meta-linguistic issues (e.g., differences 

in writing styles, journal demands)
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Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

1.  Omit needless words :

n Before: “The people who participated were between the 
ages of 18 and 24 and received research credit.  15 of 
them were men and 15 were women”

n After: “Fifteen males and 15 females between the ages 
of 18 and 24 participated in exchange for research 
credits”

Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

1.  Omit needless words :

n Before: “The authors conducted this study as a 
way of gaining perspective on the relationship 
between political affiliation and moral beliefs”

n After: “This study investigated the relation 
between political affiliation and moral beliefs”

Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

2.  Develop a well organized structure for 
your paper

n Tell a coherent story
n Use paragraphs to Develop your paper
n Use headers and sub-headers and organize your 

information by their relation
n Guide readers from topic to topic – use internal 

summaries, if necessary
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Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

3.  Avoid “meta-comments”:

n Before: “Now that the three theories of emotion 
have been discussed, we can turn to the 
empirical work on each of them”

n After: “Each of these three theories has been 
tested empirically.  The psychoanalytic account 
is supported by studies showing that …..”

Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

4.  Use repetition and parallel construction

n Before: “The low-dissonance participants were paid a 
large sum of money while not being given a free choice 
of whether to participate, whereas the individuals we 
randomly assigned to the small-incentive treatment (the 
high-dissonance condition) were offered the 
opportunity to refuse”

n After: “Low-dissonance individuals were paid a large 
sum of money and were required to participate; high-
dissonance individuals were paid a small sum of money 
and were not required to participate”

Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

4.  Use repetition and parallel construction

n Before: This topic is related to three themes in social 
psychology.  One of the themes is …… Also important 
is another theme  ….. The third theme is ….

n After: This topic is related to three key themes in social 
psychology.  The first theme is …. The second theme is 
…. The third theme is ……
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Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

5.  Define your terms (avoid jargon)

n Before: “Each participant completed the MBTI”

n After: “Each participant completed the Myers-Briggs 
Type Indicator (MBTI), a personality measure that 
categorizes people into “types” based on combinations 
of four personality dimensions

Part 2 – Accuracy and Clarity

6.  Begin and end your paper well

n Before: “This paper focuses on the link between 
implicit attitudes and behavior”

n After: “Most of us perceive that we are in control of our 
own behavior.  After all, our senses tell us so. In many 
social interactions, we feel that we consciously decide 
how to think and behave in that circumstance.  But all 
may not be as it seems.  Increasingly, social 
psychological research is challenging this idea by 
showing that much of our behavior is driven by 
processes of which we are not aware.”

Part 2 – Avoid Common Errors

1.  Studies do not “prove” …. They “suggest” 
or “support”

n Before: “Results from this study prove that religious 
schooling has no effect on moral behavior”

n After: “Results from this study suggest that religious 
schooling has no effect on moral behavior.” …. Or 
“results provide strong evidence that …. ”
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Part 2 – Avoid Common Errors

2.  Avoid “evaluative” language

n Before: “These results obviously supported the 
predictions”; “the study basically addressed three 
questions”; “the authors conducted this useful study in 
South America”

n After: “These results supported the predictions”; “the 
study addressed three questions”; “the authors 
conducted this study in South America”

Part 2 – Avoid Common Errors

3.  Change from passive to active tense

n Before: “This idea is supported by three lines of 
research” (9 words)

n After: “Three lines of research support this idea” (7 
words)

n Before: “Two primary hypotheses were tested in this 
study” (7 words)

n After: “This study tested two primary hypotheses” (6 
words)

Part 2 – Avoid Common Errors

4.  Focus on ideas, not the researchers

n Before: Indeed, Zajonc (1968) showed that people 
prefer stimuli that they have seen repeatedly.

n After: Indeed, people prefer stimuli that they have seen 
repeatedly (Zajonc, 1968).

n Before: Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) ran a study in 
which …..

n After: One classic study showed that ….. (Festinger and 
Carlsmith, 1959).
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Part 2 – Referencing Others’ Work

1.  Attribute language and ideas to their 
rightful authors, using appropriate sources

n Before: This study suggests that women’s assertiveness 
changes in tandem with their social status and roles

n After: It was concluded that “women’s assertiveness 
changes in tandem with their social status and roles” 
(Twenge, 2003, pp. 142)

Part 2 – Avoid Common Errors

4.  Focus on ideas, not the researchers

n Before: Indeed, Zajonc (1968) showed that people 
prefer stimuli that they have seen repeatedly.

n After: Indeed, people prefer stimuli that they have seen 
repeatedly (Zajonc, 1968).

n Before: Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) ran a study in 
which …..

n After: One classic study showed that ….. (Festinger and 
Carlsmith, 1959).

Part 2 – General Rules

Write for clarity: Goal is communication of ideas & 
data.
Use correct grammar.
Language should be simple rather than obtuse.
Avoid overly long sentences (“3-line rule”).
Try to be concise.
Use direct quotations sparingly, if at all.
Write in the third -person (recommended; not 
required).
Be appropriate and consistent with verb tense.
Maintain an orderly presentation of ideas.
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What is an argument?

An argument involves 
the process of 
establishing a claim and 
then proving it with the 
use of logical reasoning, 
examples, and research.

Why is organization important in 
building an argument?

Guides an audience 
through your 
reasoning process
Offers a clear 
explanation of each 
argued point
Demonstrates the 
credibility of the 
writer

Organizing your argument

Introduction
n Thesis statement

Body Paragraphs
n Constructing Topic 

Sentences
n Building Main Points
n Countering the 

Opposition
Conclusion
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What is a thesis statement?

The MOST IMPORTANT 
SENTENCE in your paper
Lets the reader know the main idea 
of the paper
Answers the question: “What am I 
trying to prove?”
Not a factual statement, but a claim 
that has to be proven throughout 
the paper

Role of the thesis statement

The thesis statement should 
guide your reader through your 
argument.
The thesis statement is generally 
located in the introduction of the 
paper.
A thesis statement may also be 
located within the body of the 
paper or in the conclusion, 
depending upon the purpose or 
argument of the paper.

Which thesis statement is the most effective for 
an argument about the need for V-chips in 
television sets?

Parents, often too busy to watch television shows with their 
families, can monitor their children’s viewing habits with 
the aid of the V-chip.

To help parents monitor their children’s viewing habits, the 
V-chip should be a required feature for television sets sold 
in the U.S.

This paper will describe a V-chip and examine the uses of 
the V-chip in American-made television sets.
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Body Paragraphs and
Topic Sentences

Body paragraphs build upon the claims 
made in the introductory paragraph(s)
Organize with the use of topic. sentences 
that illustrate the main idea of each 
paragraph.
Offering a brief explanation of the history 
or recent developments in your topic within 
the early body paragraphs can help the 
audience to become familiarized with your 
topic and the complexity of the issue.  

Body Paragraphs

Paragraphs may be ordered in 
several ways, depending upon 
the topic and purpose of your 
argument:
n General to specific information
n Most important point to least 

important point
n Weakest claim to strongest 

claim

Offering a Counterargument

Addressing the claims of the 
opposition is an important 
component in building a 
convincing argument.
It demonstrates your credibility 
as a writer--you have researched 
multiple sides of the argument 
and have come to an informed 
decision.
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Offering a Counterargument

Counterarguments may be 
located at various locations 
within your body paragraphs.
You may choose to
n build each of your main points 

as a contrast to oppositional 
claims.

n offer a counterargument after 
you have articulated your main 
claims.

Counterarguing effectively

Consider your audience when you 
offer your counterargument.
Conceding to some of your 
opposition’s concerns can 
demonstrate respect for their 
opinions.
Remain tactful yet firm.
n Using rude or deprecating language 

can cause your audience to reject your 
position without carefully considering 
your claims.

Incorporating research into the 
body paragraphs

Researched material can aid you 
in proving the claims of your 
argument and disproving 
oppositional claims.
Be sure to use your research to 
support the claims made in your 
topic sentences--make your 
research work to prove your 
argument!
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Conclusion -- The Big Finale

Your conclusion should 
reemphasize the main points 
made in your paper.
You may choose to reiterate a 
call to action or speculate on 
the future of your topic, when 
appropriate.
Avoid raising new claims in 
your conclusion.

Fine per ora!


