
Introduction

Most students of psychology receive little or no formal train-
ing in how to write psychology papers. Nor do they learn

how to write grant and contract proposals, book proposals, or talks
and lectures. Many people believe that students receive sufficient
training in writing through informal channels and thus will acquire
the necessary skills on their own. The conventional psychology cur-
riculum provides evidence that this belief is widespread. Whereas
almost all psychology departments offer courses in how to design
experiments and analyze experimental results, or in how to write pro-
posals or lectures, very few departments offer courses in how to report
experiments. Although some departments may include these topics as
parts of other courses, even this modest amount of training appears to
be rare.

Do students learn the writing techniques for psychology on their
own? My experience reading psychology papers suggests that they do
not. Moreover, this experience is shared by other psychology profes-
sors, and by professors in other disciplines as well. Indeed, many pro-
fessors themselves have never learned to write as well as they would
have liked.

The purpose of this book is to provide the basic information that
students and professionals alike need to write in psychology. This in-
formation is contained in 16 chapters. Although the intent is that you
read the chapters in the order in which they are presented, they are
for the most part self-contained and hence can be read in almost any
sequence.
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Chapter 1 presents and discusses eight common misconceptions
that students hold about psychology papers. I have found that many of
these misconceptions are reinforced rather than extinguished by con-
ventional academic training. Most students come to believe, for ex-
ample, that journal articles are and should be autobiographical – that
the logical development of ideas in a psychology paper reflects their
historical development in the psychologist’s head. Accepting this notion
as a presupposition, the students often believe that authors of journal
articles can plan their research and predict their findings well in ad-
vance, often down to the last detail. Readers will know better after fin-
ishing Chapter 1.

Chapters 2 and 3 present the sequence of steps that psychologists
follow in writing papers. Chapter 2 deals with library research papers,
Chapter 3 with experimental research papers. The sequence of steps
begins with the search for ideas and ends with the publication of a
finished paper. Many students have only a fuzzy idea of the sequence
of steps and of how this sequence is presented to the reader of a psy-
chology paper. Consider two examples. First, would the procedure by
which subjects are assigned to treatment groups be described more
appropriately in the Procedure section or in the Design section of a psy-
chology paper? Second, do journal editors encourage or discourage
extensive use of tables and figures in articles to clarify the presenta-
tion of experimental data? The answer to the first question is “Design”;
the answer to the second question is “discourage.”

Chapter 4 presents rules for writing psychology papers. The rules
are ones that many students and even professionals fail to follow. One
of the reasons they fail to follow these rules is that they forget what the
rules are. The chances are good that you remember learning something
about avoiding “dangling constructions,” but that either you don’t look
for dangling constructions in your writing or you don’t even remem-
ber exactly what a dangling construction is. Chapter 4 will remind you
about dangling constructions and other pitfalls in writing papers.

Students and professionals alike are increasingly using the Inter-
net to do their research. Chapter 5 discusses how to use the Internet
effectively. It also discusses how to be critical of information obtained
over the Internet, so that one does not simply accept whatever a given
site may say.

Chapter 6 contains a list of commonly misused words and de-
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scribes the proper use of each of these words. The meanings of these
words, like the rules of writing, are quickly learned but quickly for-
gotten early in one’s career as a student. For example, probably fewer
than 10% of the papers (that, which) are published in psychological
journals consistently use the relative pronouns that and which cor-
rectly. (While, Although) these papers are certainly publishable, their
readability would be enhanced by the proper use of English. Which
word belongs in each place where two choices are given within paren-
theses? In the first sentence, the proper word is that; in the second
sentence, the proper word is Although.

Chapter 7 summarizes the American Psychological Association
guidelines for writing psychology papers. Regardless of how well you
write, you must learn a number of different rules that are specific to
the writing of psychology papers. Different disciplines follow different
guidelines for writing, and one is expected to learn to write according
to the guidelines of the appropriate discipline. A common mistake
occurs when students follow Modern Language Association (MLA)
guidelines, which are the ones most students learn in high school. Al-
though these guidelines are appropriate for writing in the humanities,
they are not appropriate for writing in psychology. Test yourself. Does
one abbreviate “centimeters” as cm or as cm.? Does one abbreviate
“feet” as ft or as ft.? Does one test 10 subjects or ten subjects? Does one
test 8 subjects or eight subjects? The rules of the American Psycholog-
ical Association lead to answers of cm, ft, 10, and eight. The rules of
the Modern Language Association lead to answers of cm., ft., ten, and
eight. Learning to write a psychology paper involves learning certain
rules that are unique to writing psychology papers.

Chapter 8 provides guidelines for data presentation. It gives rules
for presenting data in the form of tables or graphs as well as guidance
on the advantages and drawbacks of different types of presentations.
Following these guidelines will aid both your understanding of your
data and your ability to communicate them effectively to others.

Chapter 9, fully updated for this edition of The Psychologist’s Com-
panion, contains a list and description of many of the references that
psychologists use when writing psychology papers. The list includes
both general references and journals. Familiarity with these references
can save enormous amounts of time. Suppose, for example, that you
are writing a paper in which your main thesis is that the work of Julius
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Schnitzelbonk has been undervalued in the psychological literature.
To what source could you turn for a virtually complete listing of cita-
tions to the work of Schnitzelbonk – or that of anyone else, for that
matter? The answer is the Social Science Citation Index. This work and
other valuable references are described in Chapter 9.

Chapter 10 deals with the criteria psychologists use to evaluate a
particular paper’s contribution to knowledge. What characteristics
distinguish truly exceptional psychology papers from good ones, and
good ones from poor ones? Why do some papers continue to have an
impact upon the field long after other papers have been forgotten?
Chapter 10 answers these questions.

Chapter 11 contains practical suggestions for submitting a psychol-
ogy paper to a professional journal. What considerations enter into the
choice of a journal? What happens to a paper once it is submitted?
What are the possible courses of action a journal editor can take? You
will find out when you read Chapter 11.

Chapter 12 describes techniques you can use in order to enhance
your chances of acceptance by a journal. Many writers of articles have
only foggy notions of what editors expect. As the editor of a psychology
journal, I have been impressed by the number of rejected papers that
might have been saved had the authors known what editors’ expecta-
tions are. This chapter describes these expectations, and more.

Chapters 13 through 15 are oriented more toward professional
users of this book than toward student users. Chapter 13 contains tech-
niques people can use in order to increase the chances of their getting
funding through a grant or contract. Ultimately, the most important
determinant of funding is the set of ideas in the proposal. But many
proposals are rejected on grounds that have little or nothing to do with
ideas. Competition for grants and contracts is extremely stiff. There-
fore, every edge can help. This chapter helps grant writers maximize
their chances of winning funding, giving them the edge that may make
a difference to the outcome.

Chapter 14 describes the steps a person takes in seeking a book
publisher. How do you write a book proposal, and what do you do with
the proposal once you are done? Despite the importance for scholars
of writing books as well as articles, people tend to know even less about
how to find a publisher for a book than they do about how to get an
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article published. This chapter describes from beginning to end the
process of finding a book publisher.

Chapter 15 discusses the writing of effective lectures. Many psy-
chologists end up, sooner or later, teaching. For some, it may be in the
form of courses for undergraduate and graduate students. For others,
it may be in the form of public lectures. And for still others, it may be
in the form of occasional seminars. All of us who have gone through
school know how important good lectures are to learning. This chap-
ter will help the reader write and deliver such lectures.

Chapter 16 is a primer on effective writing of articles for psycho-
logical journals. It contains tips both on what you should do and what
you should not do.

Appendix A contains a sample paper typed according to APA guide-
lines. The paper is presented as it was typed, rather than as it would
appear in a journal. The paper illustrates many of the principles de-
scribed in Chapter 7. Appendix B contains guidelines for writing for
British and European journals.

As you learn more and more about psychology, you will discover
that writing for an audience of psychologists requires a unique set of
skills. For most students and psychologists alike, merely reading and
writing psychology papers is an insufficient way of acquiring these
skills. This book is intended for and dedicated to all of you who want
to improve your writing.
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Chapter One

Eight Common Misconceptions 
about Psychology Papers

Misconception 1. Writing the psychology paper is the most routine,
least creative aspect of the scientific enterprise, requiring much time but
little imagination.

Many students lose interest in their research projects as soon as
the time comes to write about them. Their interest is in planning for
and making new discoveries, not in communicating their discoveries
to others. A widely believed fallacy underlies their attitudes. The fallacy
is that the discovery process ends when the communication process
begins. Although the major purpose of writing a paper is to commu-
nicate your thoughts to others, another important purpose is to help
you form and organize your thoughts.

Reporting your findings in writing requires you to commit yourself
to those findings and to your interpretation of them, and opens you to
criticism (as well as praise) from others. It is perhaps for this reason
as much as any other that many students are reluctant to report their
research. But the finality of a written report also serves as a powerful
incentive to do your best thinking, and to continue thinking as you
write your paper. It requires you to tie up loose ends that you might
otherwise have left untied. As a result, reporting your findings presents
just as much of a challenge as planning the research and analyses that
led to those findings.

I have often thought I knew what I wanted to say, only to find that
when the time came to say it, I was unable to. The reason for this, I
believe, is that in thinking about a topic, we often allow ourselves
conceptual gaps that we hardly know exist. When we attempt to com-
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municate our thoughts, however, these gaps become obvious. Orga-
nizing and then writing down our thoughts enables us to discover what
gaps have yet to be filled.

Misconception 2. The important thing is what you say, not how
you say it.

As a college student, I was mystified to find that students who wrote
well consistently received better grades on their compositions than
did students who wrote poorly. Even in my own compositions, I found
that the grades I received seemed less to reflect what I had to say than
how I said it. At the time, I was unable to decide whether this pattern
in grading resulted from the professors’ warped value systems, or
from their inability to penetrate the facade of written prose. Whereas
their criteria for grading papers might be appropriate for an English
course, these criteria seemed inappropriate for courses in subjects like
psychology.

As a college professor, I have at last discovered the secret of the
mysterious grading practices. The discovery came about in two stages,
each one part of the initiation rites new college teachers must go
through. The first stage occurred when I found myself having a large
number of students’ papers to read and very little time in which to read
them. I was then sincerely grateful to students who wrote well because
I could read their papers quickly and understand what they were say-
ing. I did not have the time to puzzle through every cryptic remark in
the poorly written papers, however, and I resented the authors’ pre-
senting their ideas in a way that did not enable me to understand or
evaluate them properly. I also found myself with no desire to reward
the authors for this state of affairs. If their ideas were good, they
should have taken the time to explain them clearly.

The second stage of discovery occurred when I found myself with
just a few seminar papers to read, and plenty of time in which to read
them. Now, I thought, I can be fair both to students who write well and
to those who do not. I was quickly disabused of this notion. I discov-
ered that whereas it is usually easy to distinguish well-presented good
ideas from well-presented bad ideas, it is often impossible to distin-
guish poorly presented good ideas from poorly presented bad ideas.
The problem is that the professor’s comprehension of what the stu-
dent says is solely through the student’s way of saying it. Professors
can’t read minds better than anyone else. If an idea is presented in a

Eight Common Misconceptions 7

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521821231 - The Psychologist’s Companion: A Guide to Scientific Writing for Students and
Researchers, Fourth Edition
Robert J. Sternberg
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521821231
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


sloppy, disorganized fashion, how is one to know whether this fashion
of presentation reflects the quality of the idea or merely the quality of
its presentation?

The question is not easily answered. In one case, I had talked to a
student beforehand about what he was going to say, and I expected an
outstanding paper on the basis of these conversations. During our
conversations, certain details had not been clarified, but I expected
these details to be clarified in the paper. Instead, the same ideas that
had been inadequately explained in the conversations were inade-
quately explained in the paper as well. Either the student was unable
to clarify these ideas for himself, or he was unable to clarify them for
others. The outcome for the reader is the same: confusion and dis-
appointment.

A comparable situation exists for researchers. One quickly notices
that the best and most well-known psychologists are also among the
best writers. Although there are exceptions, they are infrequent: Poorer
writers have fewer readers. One reason for this fact is that poorly writ-
ten articles are usually rejected by journal editors. Although journal
editors are willing to make minor editorial changes in the articles they
receive, they are usually unwilling to publish or rewrite poorly written
articles. Even if a poorly written article is accepted and published,
however, psychologists who receive a journal with 5 to 20 articles in it
do not want to spend their limited time reading such an article. It is
therefore important that you learn now how to present your ideas in
a readable fashion.

Misconception 3. Longer papers are better papers, and more papers
are better yet.

Until my first year of teaching, I believed that longer papers were
better papers. Teachers had for years told me and my classmates that
they didn’t evaluate papers on the basis of length, but I viewed their
remarks as a benign ruse designed to discourage length for its own
sake. I changed my viewpoint when I started reading students’ papers.
Evaluating papers on both quality and quantity of ideas, I found little
relation between either of these two criteria and the length of stu-
dents’ papers. Sometimes students wrote longer papers because they
had more to say; other times they wrote longer papers because it took
them several pages to say what could have been said in several sen-
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tences. There is nothing wrong with length per se so long as length is
not used as a substitute for tight organization and clear writing.

Rather than writing longer papers, some people have taken the
other route of writing more papers. Why say in one paper what can be
said in two for twice the credit? This kind of mentality meets the needs
of people who count publications, but not of those who read publica-
tions. An integrated series of related experiments will have more im-
pact if published as a single, tightly knit package than if published as
a string of hastily written articles, none of them of much interest in
itself.

Misconception 4. The main purpose of a psychology paper is the
presentation of facts, whether newly established (as in reports of experi-
ments) or well established (as in literature reviews).

A common misconception among the general public is that the goal
of science is the accumulation of facts. This misconception is fostered
by popular scientific writing that emphasizes scientific findings, which
may be easy to describe, at the expense of explanations of these find-
ings, which may be both diverse and difficult to describe. Diverse ex-
planations, however, are the hallmark of science.

Students in introductory psychology courses are prone to this mis-
conception, and it carries over into their writing. I could cite numer-
ous examples of this carry-over, but one in particular comes to mind.
I received some years ago a beautifully written paper reviewing the
literature on the testing of infant intelligence. This was one case, how-
ever, in which flowing prose was insufficient to obtain a high grade.
The paper was flawed in two respects. First, the author made no effort
to interrelate the various attempts to measure infant intelligence. Each
attempt was described as though it had been made in isolation, even
though the various attempts to measure infant intelligence have drawn
upon each other. Second, the evaluative part of the paper consisted of
a single sentence in which the author stated that it is still too early to
draw final conclusions regarding the relative success of the various
infant intelligence tests. This sentence is literally true: It is too early
to draw final conclusions. But it will be too early to draw final conclu-
sions as long as new data about the tests continue to be collected.
Because data will continue to be collected for the foreseeable future,
and because the tests date back to the early part of the 20th century,
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it now seems appropriate to draw at least tentative conclusions. In
writing a psychology paper, you must commit yourself to a point of
view, even if you may change your mind later on. If the evidence on an
issue is scanty, by all means say so. But draw at least tentative con-
clusions so that the reader knows how you evaluate what evidence is
available.

Your paper should be guided by your ideas and your point of view.
Facts are presented in service of ideas: to help elucidate, support, or
rewrite these ideas. They provide a test against which the validity of
ideas can be measured. You should therefore select the facts that help
clarify or test your point of view and omit facts that are irrelevant. In
being selective, however, you must not select only those facts that
support your position. Scientists demand that scientific reporting be
scrupulously honest. Without such honesty, scientific communication
would collapse. Cite the relevant facts, therefore, regardless of whose
point of view they support.

Misconception 5. The distinction between scientific writing, on the
one hand, and advertising or propaganda, on the other, is that the pur-
pose of scientific writing is to inform whereas the purpose of advertising
or propaganda is to persuade.

Successful advertising or propaganda need only persuade. Suc-
cessful scientific writing must both inform and persuade. Students
often believe that a successful piece of scientific writing need only in-
form the reader of the scientists’ data and their interpretation of the
data. The reader is then left to decide whether the theory provides a
plausible account of these (and possibly other) data. This conception
of scientific writing is incorrect.

When a scientist writes a paper, he or she has a product to sell. The
product is his set of ideas about why certain phenomena exist. Occa-
sionally, it is the only product on the market, and he need only con-
vince the consumer to buy any product at all. Whether or not the
scientist is successful will depend in part upon how persuasive he is,
and in part upon how much the product is needed. No advertising
campaign is likely to sell flowers that are guaranteed not to germinate,
nor an explanation of why people don’t normally stand on their heads
rather than their feet. In most cases, however, there is an already es-
tablished demand for the product. Because competing salespersons are
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