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GUIDE FOR WRITING APA STYLE MANUSCRIPTS

The following guide is intended to give you practical advice about the CONTENT of the research project manuscript you will be writing. That is, it is primarily geared toward highlighting the questions, issues, and problems that you should be addressing in your paper, section by section. It is NOT a guide for proper formatting, spacing, etc., although you will find some comments about these issues here. 

It is difficult to make generalizations about the proper length of a research paper. Similarly, there is no “ballpark number” for an appropriate number of references, tables, or figures. These are decisions that need to be based on fulfilling your goal of adequately describing your work to an interested audience. 

1. Title page: includes title, author(s), affiliation(s), running head. The title can be considered the most important part of a report. A good title should contain as much information as possible (usually including the independent and dependent variables) and be as brief as possible. You might consider starting with a longer title and then eliminating and rearranging words until you’re satisfied. Most people revise their title after the rest of the report is finished.

1. Abstract: serves as a “mini-manuscript” and follows much the same structure as a full manuscript (though without section headings). It is important for communicating ideas to potential readers (120 words maximum). Most people write the abstract after the rest of the report is finished. 

A. Purpose and hypothesis: What is the topic and what notion are you testing?  Typically done in 1-3 sentences. 

B. Method: How many participants?  Who were they (college students? older adults? children?  Report more specific identifying information such as race or religious preference if it is central to the study’s purpose).  What type of study was this—a field survey?  a correlational study?  an experiment?  something else?   In a very few sentences, describe what the participants physically did (e.g., “Participants filled out various questionnaires examining”…;   “Participants were exposed to one of 3 randomly assigned conditions—no alcohol, low alcohol, high alcohol, and took part in a reaction time test.”).  Your reader should have a clear idea of what your independent and dependent variables are, at least at a conceptual level. 

C. Results: In a sentence or two, address whether the results supported or did not support your main hypotheses. Be very brief—do not provide means, standard deviations, etc. Rather, just give the “punch line” in understandable prose. 

D. Discussion: This is a one or two sentence attempt to identify the main issues that you will be addressing in the manuscript’s full discussion section—i.e., an explanation or theory that accounts for your data; perhaps an acknowledgement of any methodological weakness that may limit your conclusions; perhaps a mention of where future research may go. In some cases, you may not even refer to the discussion section in an abstract, especially if the results information is long. 

2. Introduction: describes the current state of the knowledge base. A good introduction should lead readers logically from interest in a problem, through previous work related to the problem, to key work yet to be done (i.e., the work described in your report). Notice that the introduction is not labeled “Introduction,” but starts with the title of the manuscript centered at the top of the page. 

A. Introduce and establish importance of topic. Why should we care about this topic? Start with broad, general statements about the topic, not statements about psychologists or research questions. Lead readers to problem of interest. Use carefully selected examples to illustrate theoretical points (see Bem, 2004 or Mitchell et al., 2007 for more details). The first paragraph typically ends with a statement of the purpose of the present investigation.

B. Review the literature that is MOST relevant to your study. You don’t have to review everything in the literature, but give the reader an idea of what has been investigated previously. The closer these examples are to your own interests in the topic, the better. Be sure that the “story” you are telling in your introduction is well supported by research summaries. Each summary should probably include the question of interest, a description of the task, a summary of the key results, and the conclusions. One way to describe a study concisely is to describe it (or part of it) from a participant’s perspective. It’s all right to focus on parts of studies without including details about every experiment, condition, dependent measure, etc. to highlight points relevant to your story.

C. Purpose and overview of the present study.  Describe why it was important to test what you did (and provide a brief overview of the present investigation).  There are many reasons for conducting a study. Just some of these include: 

1. There is an important question that has not been previously asked in research

2. Previous studies’ results contradict each other, and your study will help sort out the contradiction

3. To replicate previous research to make sure it is reliable

4. To pit two rational but contradictory hypotheses against each other

5. To improve upon the methodological shortcomings of previous studies that have been done in a particular area of interest 

                        NOTICE: It is often difficult to make a smooth transition from the “literature 

review” part of the introduction to the part about your particular purpose in this study.  Sometimes the literature review highlights an important, specific question that has NOT been researched (and hence, your study will help fill that gap). At other times, you may use the literature review to identify shortcomings, contradictions, or competing hypotheses that have yet to be resolved, and your study’s purpose is to provide a step forward in helping to resolve one or more of these issues (see list 1-5 under “Purpose of the present study”).  In your writing, be careful to make this transition smoothly to avoid awkwardness. Also, remember to include a brief overview of the present study (e.g., conditions and task) in understandable prose.

D. Specific hypotheses: What do you expect to find in this study with the 

            particular methods you are using?  This is often described immediately after the 

“purpose” section mentioned above. This is where the authors “go out on a limb,” so to speak, and make their prediction about what they believe they will find. 

3. Method: The purpose of the method section is to describe how the study was conducted, so that if another researcher wished to replicate the procedures, it would be possible to do so. 

A. Participants: How many participants were in the study?  Where were they from?  How many women vs. men?  How were they recruited (Volunteers? Random sample?  Compensated?)?  If your study uses a student population, it is common to report their academic status, at least at a general level—i.e., were they primarily upperclassmen or freshmen?  Additional information such as age or ethnicity is frequently reported, particularly if these two factors may influence the outcome of the study or could restrict the generalizability of the results. If data from participants were excluded from final analyses, details regarding the number of participants excluded and reasons for exclusion should be noted. Information about compensation should also be included.

B. Apparatus and Materials: If you are presenting participants with stimuli (such as pictures or videotapes), briefly describe what is shown and the equipment used to show it. Custom-built equipment/apparati should be described in greater detail. If your study uses commercially available equipment such as a tachistoscope or video camera, provide very brief information about the model of the equipment; a sentence should suffice. If you used published questionnaires in your study, give the name and reference information for them, and provide an example item or two so the reader can get a feel for what the actual questions were like. If you developed your own questionnaire, explain its purpose and provide an example(s) of some of the items. Your reader should have a clear idea of what the response format was for each questionnaire/scale. Focus on describing “ physical attributes” here.

C. Design and Procedure: The first paragraph should summarize the design of the experiment (e.g., Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: x and y.) and a brief description of the conditions. It is critical that readers understand how your conditions differed. When describing your design, select labels for conditions, variables, and measures carefully so they are easy to recognize and remember. The remaining paragraphs should summarize the procedure. “Walk” the reader through the procedure used in the study as if he or she were a participant. Essentially, provide a timeline for what each participant encounters as he/she takes part in your study. Be sure to mention that participants were given a chance to decline to participate without penalty, and then describe what each participant was asked to do during the data collection. 

D. Coding and Measures: Outline the coding scheme by describing what was measured and how (operational definitions). Also, describe any measures that were calculated and name them carefully so readers can understand the Results section. Typically, one paragraph is devoted to the description of each measure.
NOTICE: Deciding how much detail to provide when describing your procedure is somewhat a judgment call. It is best to start writing your manuscript with “too much” detail, and then scale back later if the paper gets to be too long (It is much easier to delete information than to create it later!). Ultimately, getting a “feel” for how much detail to provide is largely a product of experience and the willingness to write multiple drafts. Be sure to consult with the instructor to get feedback on whether you are providing an appropriate level of detail for your particular project. GENERALLY, THESE SECTIONS SHOULD BE INCLUDED IN THIS ORDER.

4. Results: In this section, your purpose, broadly speaking, is to describe a) what types of analyses were conducted on the data, and b) indicate whether the results of these analyses were consistent with the hypotheses identified in the introduction. Be sure to write in prose, with statistics providing supporting details. Overall, the structure should highlight how the statistical analyses and results bear on the questions of interest. Often, the organizational scheme is consistent with that outlined in the Coding and Measures section (e.g., separate sections for each measure used and/or each analysis approach). There are many ways to organize a results section, and the following outline represents only one way.

A. Description of the data. Report descriptive statistics or use other methods to describe the general trends in your data. If included, this section should be very brief. It should foreshadow significant effects to be described later.

B. Overview of analyses. You may consider providing a brief summary of the questions of interest and an overview of your analyses in the opening paragraph. For example, you may have one set of hypotheses that requires t-tests, another set of hypotheses that used an ANOVA, and a final hypothesis that involved calculating correlations. In these instances, when you have multiple hypotheses and multiple types of analyses, it is helpful to a reader if you provide a brief “map” or preview to what they will be reading. If your results section is long (i.e., more than 2 pages), you should use subheadings to identify which “part” of the results you will be focusing on. 

C. Reporting statistical results. The main purpose of the results section is to concisely report the statistical tests that determined whether your data provide evidence for or against your hypotheses. The Results section usually proceeds from central/general findings to more specific findings. In many cases, a well-written single sentence can adequately describe a statistical test’s purpose, result, and whether or not that result is consistent with the hypothesis being tested. There are standard reporting techniques that SHOULD BE FOLLOWED. For example, consider the following sentence: 

“A grouped t-test revealed that males (M = 79.01%, SD = 7.49 %) and females (M = 80.82%, SD = 9.00%) did not differ significantly in their ability to recognize faces, t(45) = .75, p < .05.” 

There are several important bits of information in this single sentence. 

First, the authors made it clear that the test’s purpose was to compare two particular groups (men vs. women) on a single dependent variable (ability to recognize faces). 

Second, the authors provide the actual summary data that was compared for the two groups of interest—the means and standard deviations for both men and women. In practice, it sometimes acceptable to leave the standard deviation (SD) out of this sentence if it is provided elsewhere in the manuscript (e.g., in a table or appendix. But when in doubt, report the SD in the text. 

Third, the authors identify the type of test used—a grouped t-test (also called an independent samples t-test) with 45 degrees of freedom—and the specific value that test calculated, “t(45) =.75.” 

Finally, the authors provide the “significance level” of the test, or (roughly speaking) the probability that the pattern of data obtained in the sample (70.01% vs. 80.82%) is due to random chance: “p < .05.” 

What could be added: It is often helpful to the reader if the author provides a quick reminder of what the hypothesis was for a particular statistical test or set of tests. Often, this is done by beginning a sentence like the one in bold above with a phrase like, “In contrast to the hypothesis,” or “Consistent/inconsistent with the prediction,” etc. If a series of statistical tests all point to the same conclusion—all of them generally support or disconfirm the hypothesis—it is common to begin a results section with a sentence that says that specifically. This way, you can avoid writing phrases like “In contrast to the hypothesis…” for every single sentence. 

NOTICE: Beyond stating whether a statistical test provides evidence for or against a hypothesis, there is no attempt in the results section to discuss matters of WHY the data turned out as they did or whether your analyses on whole provide a compelling body of evidence for your hypothesis or set of hypotheses. These matters, among others, are left for the discussion section. The results section is for providing your reader with the actual data and relevant tests—i.e., your empirical evidence—in a terse, readable manner. 

Another example:

Mean navigation times were entered into a Condition (landmark v. cardinal) x Gender (women v. men) analysis of variance (ANOVA) with two between-subjects factors. Results revealed a significant main effect of condition, F (1, 76) = 21.88, p < .01. Navigation time was significantly faster in the cardinal condition (M = 27.49, SD = 5.44) than in the landmark condition (M = 34.19, SD = 7.36). 

D. Question: Just how many results should we report?  All descriptives? Frequencies?  Graph everything???

It is certainly possible to write about every single analysis you conduct, but that would of course leave you with dozens of pages filled with statistics, numbers, p-values, and anything else you could generate. Fortunately, that is NOT the goal of a results section. Rather, you want to convey to your reader, in a concise yet complete manner, the analyses that are relevant to examining the hypotheses that you raised in your introduction. KEEP THAT GOAL IN MIND AT ALL TIMES WHILE WRITING YOUR RESULTS SECTION. 

Generally speaking, you do not report in an APA-style manuscript descriptive statistics for every variable that you measured. YOU SHOULD CERTAINLY RUN THESE ANALYSES, and note any strange distributions or responses that may influence your later analyses (e.g., look for extreme scores that may be evidence of a data-input error or simply an “extreme” response). But to report all of these graphs and tables is not necessary, and indeed would impede your ability to meet the goal mentioned above. Instead, provide appendices, tables, and figures/graphs that examine the relationship between variables that are relevant to the hypotheses. In most cases, that is how you will use these tools, not to provide a comprehensive description of all the preliminary and descriptive statistics you conducted to get familiarized with your data set. 

E. Exploratory Analyses:  As you explore your data, you may indeed find interesting, yet unexpected patterns in your data. If, AFTER you have presented the analyses for testing your hypotheses, you feel compelled to write about these unexpected findings, you can do so. But you should identify these analyses for what they are: results of “exploratory” analyses that were not predicted in advance. Do not waste time and effort generating a long, detailed explanation for why this unexpected result occurred. Simply point it out, offer a brief possibility or two for why it happened, and suggest it may be something that future researchers may want to investigate. REMEMBER, YOUR PRIMARY PURPOSE IS TO PRESENT EVIDENCE THAT EITHER SUPPORTS OR FAILS TO SUPPORT YOUR HYPOTHESIS(ES). 

5. Discussion: The goal of the Discussion section is to explain the present findings and to describe how they fit into the overall body of scientific knowledge. It provides a consistent narrative with the Introduction section. In many ways, the Discussion section is the most difficult part of the paper to write, particularly when the data do not turn out exactly as planned (which is not an uncommon outcome). There are no strict rules or subsections to follow in the Discussion, as there are in the Method section, for example. Therefore, a lack of prior planning and thought can leave an author with an otherwise strong paper that has a very poor ending. To avoid this, you should take the time to consider carefully how you will organize your discussion section. The suggestions presented below are not universal, but represent the topics most commonly found in discussion sections. Consider each one thoroughly for your own paper. The actual time and space you dedicate to each topic will depend in part upon the research question you asked, the literature surrounding that topic, and of course, the outcome of your particular study. 

A. Brief summary of results in prose form: In a brief paragraph or two, summarize for the reader the main findings from your investigation. Then, note whether the data supported, failed to support, or offered mixed evidence for your hypothesis. If your reader wanted to skip all of the results section and jump to the “take-home point” of your study without reading the statistics, he or she should be able to read the first part of your Discussion and immediately have an idea of the conclusion you have reached. You should NOT repeat specific means, statistical test values, etc. at this point, because that information has already been presented in the Results. Instead, summarize in understandable prose.

B. Links to past relevant research: One obligation you have as an author is to remind the reader of how your present work “fits” into previous research on your topic. You should identify whether your work is “consistent with several previous studies in the area,” or, in contrast, suggests conclusions that are a departure from what is commonly believed in the field. In virtually all cases, a research project does not occur in a vacuum. It advances a body of knowledge by confirming previous findings, questioning those previous findings, or at least highlighting a new problem or issue that previous work has not considered. 

C. Explanation of results: If your data were mostly consistent with your predictions, this part is relatively easy to write--Just re-iterate the theory behind your hypothesis, reminding your reader that your evidence lends support to the predictions and rationale you laid out in the Introduction. If your data do not confirm your predictions, offer an explanation(s) of why not. It is important to realize that this is merely speculation, but necessary given that your data did not turn out as expected. Some issues to consider: 

· Was your method of testing the hypothesis adequate?  Were there limitations to your methodology that perhaps prevented you from adequately examining the aspect of human behavior that interested you?  For example, perhaps your manipulation of the independent variable (in the case of an experiment), was not strong enough. Alternatively, perhaps your dependent measures or other measures were not sensitive enough to assess the construct(s) of interest. 

· Does human behavior or thought simply not behave in the way that you anticipated?  You may have to suggest that certain assumptions you made as you constructed your hypothesis indeed appear to be erroneous. 

· Might differences in the sample of participants, materials, task, or experimental design shed light on differences across studies?

D. Limitations/weaknesses of present research: Were there any potential confounds or threats to internal/external validity?  Raise these issues and discuss whether your study adequately protected against these threats. You will note that much of this discussion of “limitations/weaknesses” can be done under the “explanation” part of the discussion described above. That is, you may wish to integrate “explanation” with “limitations/weaknesses” into one paragraph or sets of paragraphs, rather than attempting to address them separately. Hopefully, you will not need to explain fatal flaws or limitations. Thus, to avoid undermining the positive contribution of your paper, keep this section relatively brief and maintain a positive tone.

E. Future directions: The goal here is to argue why this type of research should be continued, and what particular avenues should be pursued. As author, it is your job to provide the reader an idea of what is the next logical step in the work on this topic, and how that work may be done. Some of your suggestions may be a direct result of the limitations or weaknesses discovered in your own study that are mentioned earlier in the discussion. You may also identify new variables related to the topic that have yet to be investigated. 

F. Conclusion: End with broad statements summarizing the significance of the work. The concluding paragraph should mirror the structure of the opening paragraph: start with a summary and move to increasingly general statements.
6. References, Appendices, Tables, and Figures: See APA style guide for formatting details, and consult with the instructor. Note that only references cited in the text should be included in the Reference section.
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