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Academic reading
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What were/are your challenges with academic reading?



Read with an objective (research topic / research question)!!!

Jordan & Zanna (1999): How to Read a Journal Article in Social Psychology 4



What is the structure of empirical articles?
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1. Title

2. Authors + Affiliations

3. Abstract + Keywords: The paper in 150-300 words

4. Introduction: The paper in about 5 paragraphs

5. Theory

6. Hypothesis development

7. Methods

8. Results

9. Discussion

10. Conclusion (optional)

11. Acknowledgments

12. Appendix 

13. References

What is the structure of empirical articles?
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Sample: Paper titles

7

1



8

Sample: Authors and affiliations

2



Sample: Title Page / Abstract + Keywords

9
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Is it worth to 
continue 
reading the 
report?

3



11

Classifications

3



Structure:

1. Motivation for the topic

2. Summary of the state of research

3. Research gaps + relevance

4. Introduction of the present study (research question, method, key findings)

5. Theoretical contributions

Questions to ask:

• What problem was studied? Why was this problem studied? 

• How does this study go beyond past investigations of the problem? 

• What questions are be expected to be answered?

Source: Jordan & Zanna (1999): How to Read a Journal Article in Social Psychology 12

Introduction

4



Theory: theoretical background(s) of the study

• Questions to ask:

− Does the theory explain the phenomena?

Hypothesis development: Derive testable assumptions from theory

• Questions to ask:

− Which relationships does the theory predict?

− Are the assumptions for the present study grounded in the theory and/or well argued for?

Source: Jordan & Zanna (1999): How to Read a Journal Article in Social Psychology 13

Theory and hypothesis development

5 6
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http://www.deakin.edu.au/library/findout/research/litrev.php

Structure of introduction, theory, and hypothesis section

!!! Use the inverted pyramid !!!

Broad introduction to topic

Specific research question

At the end of your 

literature review the 

reader must have only 

one thought in their 

heads…….

That this research 

question must be 

answered!

level of detail

14
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Methods: Participants, procedure, research design, measures

• Questions to ask:

− Bias in sampling, bias in the procedure?

− Method suited to test hypothesis?

− How were the hypotheses translated into testable questions? 

− How were the variables of interest manipulated and/or measured? 

− Did the measures used adequately reflect the variables of interest? 

Source: Jordan & Zanna (1999): How to Read a Journal Article in Social Psychology

Method

15
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Results: Descriptive statistics and correlations, hypotheses testing (inferential statistics)

• Questions to ask:

− Are results described comprehensibly and in detail (e.g., including effect sizes, confidence intervals etc.)?

− Is evidence provided that any independent variable manipulations were effective? 

− Is there a test of the assumptions of the statistical methods used?

− Are there alternative explanations (e.g., patterns in data) for the results that are not mentioned by the authors?

− Are there problems with the data that are not mentioned by the authors? 

− Do you understand the figures and tables? What units are used? Do the results make sense?

− What are the main results (analyses, tables and graphs)?

− Were the researchers' hypotheses supported by the observations made? 

Source: Jordan & Zanna (1999): How to Read a Journal Article in Social Psychology

Results

16
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Discussion: Summary of results, theoretical implications, limitations and future research, 

practical implications

• Questions to ask:

− What new information does the study provide about the problem under investigation? Does the study help resolve 

the problem? 

− Are your own conclusions consistent with those of the authors?

− Are the conclusions drawn justified or are they too general or narrow?

− Are there other influences not mentioned by the authors that could have impacted the results?

− Was the research goal mentioned in the introduction accomplished successfully?

− Did the results contradict past research findings? If so, how do the researchers explain this discrepancy?

− Which further research questions arise from this study?

− What are the practical and theoretical implications of the study's findings?

Discussion

17
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Conclusion (optional)

END IT WITH A PUNCH!

What conclusions can be drawn from the article?

10
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Sample: Acknowledgments
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Move everything to the Appendix, that is supplemental material and 

is not necessary to follow and understand the story to the paper.

20

Appendix

12



• Questions to ask:

− Which ones do you already know?

− Are there articles that could be helpful to answer your questions?

Don’t forget the reference list (backwards search)

21
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Academic writing
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What were/are your challenges with academic writing?



What is different about academic writing?

24
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The importance of storytelling

26



Being Scheherazade…

Pollock, Timothy G., and Joyce E. Bono. "Being Scheherazade: The importance of storytelling in academic writing." (2013): 629-634. 

Image: Public Domain License

Or the two things you need to...

… not get killed by your audience.

Storytelling

Writing Process



Audience

Storytelling

Pollock, Timothy G., and Joyce E. Bono. "Being Scheherazade: The importance of storytelling in academic writing." (2013): 629-634.

Human Face

- Anectodes

- Examples

Motion & Pacing

Facts & Commentary. 

Right balance!

Engaging and informative Title

Interesting Things: Information 

on Storytelling



Writing Process

Pollock, Timothy G., and Joyce E. Bono. "Being Scheherazade: The importance of storytelling in academic writing." (2013): 629-634.

Lamott, A. 1994. Bird by bird: Some instructions on writing and life. New York: Anchor.

Your Feedbackteam:

- 1 Motivator

- 1 Experience in Publishing high

- 1 Experience in your topic

Shitty first drafts. All good writers write them. This is how they end up with good second 
drafts and terrific third drafts. 
Lamott 1994: 21

Write a first draft!1

Get Feedback!2

Regular writing vs Binge writing

Write vs Critique

Small Assignments vs Entire Chapter
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Source: Reinartz, W. J. (2016). Crafting a JMR Manuscript. Journal of Marketing Research, 53(1), 139–141. 

https://doi.org/10.1509/jmr.15.0343

Effective communication of findings is an 

essential part of a paper’s success

https://doi.org/10.1509/jmr.15.0343


Choose a strong title for your paper

32



Write a strong abstract, but don’t oversell!



The Shape of an Article – The Title and Abstract

Quick overview of study & decision to read

Title: 10-12 words

Abstract: 120 words

Compose the title and abstract after you have completed the article

Accurately
reflect
content

Key 

words

Fully

explanatory

Key 
statements

Compact

Writing it

Source: Bem, 2002



http://www.deakin.edu.au/library/findout/research/litrev.php

Structure of introduction, theory, and hypothesis section

!!! Use the inverted pyramid !!!

Broad introduction to topic

Specific research question

At the end of your 

literature review the 

reader must have only 

one thought in their 

heads…….

That this research 

question must be 

answered!

level of detail

35



Hourglass: 

➢ broad general statements

➢ progressively narrow down to the specifics of your study

➢ broaden out again to more general considerations

The Shape of an Article

Source: Bem, 2002; https://www.etsy.com/de/listing/603399583/sanduhr-symbol-svg-sand-uhr-sanduhr-zeit



37Source: Bem, 2002 



Wrong:
Several years ago, Ekman (1972), Izard (1977), Tomkins (1980), 

and Zajonc (1980) pointed to psychology’s neglect of the affects 

and their expression. 

[Okay for somewhere in the introduction, but not the opening 

statement.]

Right:
Individuals differ radically from one another in the degree to which 

they are willing and able to express their emotions.

Opening Statement

Source: Bem, 2002; https://ucsd.libguides.com/CAT124/samples



• Introduce the background & nature of the problem

• Four rules of thumb:

1. Write in English prose, not psychological jargon.

2. Don’t plunge unprepared readers into the middle of your 

problem or theory. Take the time and space necessary to 

lead them up to the formal or theoretical statement of the 

problem step by step.

3. Use examples to illustrate theoretical points or to introduce 

unfamiliar conceptual or technical terms. The more abstract 

the more important!

4. Whenever possible, try to open with a statement about 

people (or animals), not psychologists or their research (This 

rule is almost always violated.)

Opening Statement

Source: Bem, 2002



What previous research has been done on the problem? 

What are the pertinent theories of the phenomenon?

Discuss the literature but do not include an exhaustive historical review

Avoid nonessential details

One technique for describing even an entire study succinctly without sacrificing clarity is to 

describe one variation of the procedure in chronological sequence, letting it convey the

overview of the study at the same time

Literature Review 

Source: Bem, 2002



1. “MAO activity in some individuals with schizophrenia is actually

higher than normal (Tse & Tung, 1949).”

2. “Tse and Tung (1949) report that MAO activity in some individuals

with schizophrenia is actually higher than normal.”

In general, you should use form 1, consigning your

colleagues to parentheses

Don’t just intermix the two formats randomly, paying no

attention to the narrative structure (where is the focus?)!

End the introduction with a brief overview of your own study

Citations

Source: Bem, 2002

….



1. Lead the reader through the sequence as if he or she were a participant

2. Give your readers a feel for what it was like to be a participant

3. Label groups or treatments in operational rather than theoretical terms

▪ Teacher/ student sample instead of treatment 1 and 2

4. Discuss participant dropout problems and other difficulties only if they might affect the 

validity or the interpretation of your results

5. Discuss any ethical issues they might raise

▪ Anonymity? Respect? Dignity?

6. End the method section with a brief summary of the procedure and its overall purpose

Stylistic Suggestions for the Method section

Source: Bem, 2002



1. Present evidence that your study successfully set up the conditions for 

testing your hypotheses or answering your questions

▪ Reliabilities of testing instruments, judges, and observers; return rates on 

mail surveys; and participant dropout problems

2. Method of data analysis

▪ Describe overall procedures you used to convert your raw observations into

analyzable data

Standard statistical analysis: brief description

Unconventional statistical analysis: full explanation or reference

Setting the Stage for the results section

Source: Bem, 2002



“Forest first and then the trees”

1. Reminder of the conceptual hypothesis or the question you are asking

2. Reminder of the operations performed and behaviors measured

3. Tell the answer immediately and in English

4. Speak in numbers

5. Elaborate or qualify the overall conclusion if necessary

6. End each section of the results with a summary of where things stand

7. Lead into the next section of the results with a smooth transition 

sentence

Presenting the Findings – Chronology

Source: Bem, 2002



Figures and Tables

“Grasp your major findings either by reading the text or by looking at the figures and tables”

Clearly and completely titled and labeled figures and tables

Statistics

“Statistical designs are all right in their place, but you—and your prose—are master; they are 

slave“

Results section should give a feel for the behavior observed

Do not prove something, but add richness to your findings, to share with readers

the feel of the behavior

Figures and Tables - Statistics

Source: Bem, 2002



From specific matters about your study → more general concerns →

broadest generalizations

What have you learned?

What inferences can be drawn from the findings?

What are the theoretical, practical, or even the political implications of the results?

What are your shortcoming?

“End with a bang, not a whimper!“

Discussion Section - Bottom of the hourglass-shaped format 

Source: Bem, 2002



“Genius might be the ability to say a profound thing in a simple way”

- Charles Bukowski -

47



Some Matters of Style

Source: Bem, 2002; https://www.invo.org.uk/makeitclear/; https://theenrichery.com/2017/08/16/active-voice-college-essay/; 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apJ16wFixuQ; https://medium.com/block-science/jargon-party-e3616cd16a9; 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bmU9xe9GV6I

Omit needless words & 

metacomments on the

writing

Use repetition and parallel 

construction
Voice and self-reference

Jargon – Specialized 

vocabulary of a discipline
Avoid language bias

Avoid common errors of

grammar and usage



“The paragraph is essentially a unit of thought, not of length; it must be 

homogeneous in subject matter and sequential in treatment.” (Fowler)

One idea per 

paragraph, 

one 

paragraph 

for an idea.

i. The first sentence is your topic sentence –

it should introduce the reader to the "point" of the paragraph. It's basically one 

logical step of your argument.

ii. The next few sentences should be your body sentences –

this is where you really flesh out your argument, set out your thinking, and 

elaborate and explain theoretical points.

iii. Next come the token sentences –

here you give examples, quote other authors, provide supporting evidence.

iv. The last is the wrap sentence,

where you wrap up your argument and start pointing towards the next paragraph.

The best academic writing needs to follow this kind of structure 

for a paragraph

49



• Write direct and short sentences

The average length of sentences in scientific writing is only about 12-17 words.

• Include only one piece of information per sentence

Sentences should be constructed in short, factual bursts. Long and complicated 

sentences tend to confuse readers.

• Avoid making multiple statements in one sentence

Convey only a single idea per sentence. Link sentences together within a paragraph to 

provide a clear story-line.

• Keep related words together

Closely place the subject and verb to allow the reader to understand what the subject is 

doing. 

Writing clear sentences

50



• Keep the idea simple and focus: „One story, one paper“

• Arrange content from broad to specific (hourglass model)

• Clarity is key. Remove redundant words and phrases

• Define your paper in terms of a series of short sentences or propositions

• Avoid acronyms

• Be consistent in your terminology

• Make up as few new labels as possible

• Tight is right, long is wrong

• Use a role model paper

• …

Some more advice

51



Be concise!

52



• Start early

• PLAN: Make an overall plan. The power of to do plans.

• Consider how much time you really need on xyz.

• Define small parts and get them done

• Think of each section as an essay in itself – it should have a clear introduction and 

conclusion. It should be interesting.

• …

Writing strategy

53



Which Article Should You Write?
(1) The article you planned to write when you designed your study or 

(2) The article that makes the most sense now that you have seen the results 

Planning it

Source: Bem, 2002



Which Article Should You Write?
(1) The article you planned to write when you designed your study or 

(2) The article that makes the most sense now that you have seen the results 

1. Analyzing Data

• Examine data from every angle

• Analyze the sexes separately 

• Make up new composite indices

• Explore the data

2. Reporting the Findings

• Don’t supress negative results → report disconfirming results

• Think of your data as a jewel → cut and polish it, to select the facets to 

highlight, and to craft the best setting for it

Planning it

Source: Bem, 2002



How should you write it?

Planning it

Source: Bem, 2002

Standardized 

format

Good 

organization
Own

outlines

Simply

Clarity

&

Accuracy
Directly



https://www.cc.gatech.edu/~parikh/citizenofcvpr/static/slides/malik_write_good_paper.pdf 57

https://www.cc.gatech.edu/~parikh/citizenofcvpr/static/slides/malik_write_good_paper.pdf


Good writing is good teaching!

Source: Bem, 2002


