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The foundation for this short paper grew out of fifteen years teaching academic and scientific 
writing to researchers, professionals and students. The goals of these hundreds of individuals 
from a broad range of academic backgrounds were extremely varied. However, the one common 
factor that brought them together was their need to improve their writing ability, specifically 
writing in English, about their research, for publication in academic journals.

Specifically, within the Japanese context, there is an ever-growing need for instruction in and 
support for writing research papers in English. Some of the more important reasons include the 
desire of many universities to offer a greater range of courses in English, the ongoing increase 
in foreign students attending Japanese universities and the demand among Japanese universities 
that their professors and graduate students publish in high impact, international journals.

For all of us in the world of academia, regardless of field or specialization, clearly conveying 
our thoughts, results and conclusions is vital and necessary. After all every academic is to some 
degree a professional writer. Therefore, should any of our students, be they undergraduate, 
graduate or otherwise wish to pursue a career in academia they require the skills that will 
enable them to successfully write academic papers.

My intention with this paper is to discuss aspects of writing about research in English that 
include the structure of a research paper and the content one should include in each section.

Although most readers will have already encountered a number of the concepts and strategies 
identified in this article, my hope is that they will also uncover a few new useful ideas that 
can be used to compliment either their course instruction （for lecturers） or their own writing 
development （university student researchers）.

Sections of a Research Paper: Specific information and advice for writing each section of 
a research paper followed by a useful task for improving one's ability to write this particular 
section.

Three questions posited by Glasman-Deal （2010, p. 1） that researchers should ask themselves 
before beginning each section of a research article. Consider these questions while planning and 
when writing your paper.
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1） How do researchers usually begin the section? What type of sentence should begin the 
section?

2） What type of information should we include in each section? What order should we use for 
this information?

3） How do researchers usually end the section?

Title – What does it emphasize and is it effective?
Advice: Comments such as “be short, clear, and concise" although important tend not to be 

as helpful as suggestions that foster the ability to refine a paper down to its core idea. Offer 
concrete information within your title that clearly encapsulates the core idea, point, or theme of 
the paper.

Task（s）: i） Read articles and papers from a variety of mediums including newspapers, 
magazines and journals, and consider whether the title suits the content that you've just read; 
ii） Look at the same story on different websites to compare how different outlets use different 
titles for the same basic story. Using websites from around the world can be very useful for this 
exercise. For example, three countries whose local and national interests often intersect AND 
have easily-accessed English online newspapers are Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia.

Abstract – Does it present a clear overview of the paper?
Advice: Any abstract needs to be a standalone, condensed version of the paper or article for 

which it is written. Therefore, write the abstract last after completing the paper. Importantly, 
ensure that the details included in the abstract appear in the same order as the paper itself 

（background, methods, results, findings, conclusions and implications）, and remember to 
include the objective and the research question（s）. In order to strengthen the relationship to 
the paper itself, abstracts need to include the key words from each section of the paper AND be 
connected to the title. Finally, take your time revising and condensing your abstract. Remember 
condensing a large amount of information into a shorter, far more succinct version takes time to 
complete effectively.

Task: i） Chose papers and articles that utilize an abstract format （this may include general 
news articles found in some magazines or internet news sources）; ii） cover or remove the 
abstract without reading it; iii） read the article; iv） attempt to write an abstract; and v） compare 
your abstract to the original.

Background/Introduction – Prepares the reader for the paper with foundational information.
Advice: The information presented in the introduction needs to begin with general information 

from the field of research and progress to specific information about the focus of the current 
paper. A writer must create a foundation of information that leads clearly from the broader field 
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of research to the specific subject of the paper. An introduction should also include the rationale 
for the hypothesis. A final necessary piece of the introduction is to ensure that it explains how 
the research design relates to the paper's hypothesis.

Keep in mind that an introduction does include references and is often written in conjunction 
with the literature review. The order of information in an introduction is usually as follows: 
a） general background information, general foundational references （known and accepted 
information）, b） where the current research stands and the general problem you are 
investigating, c） identify the specific gap in the research （unknown information）, d） present 
the hypothesis or research question, e） explain how you investigated this unanswered problem, 
f） a general overview of the methodology （optional depending on the field）, and finally g） 
highlight the most significant findings or a possible response to your hypothesis （optional 
depending on the field）.

Task: i） Take an actual introduction from a published paper and divide it into its individual 
sentences – using journal articles from a variety of fields is another option; ii） mix up the order 
of the sentences; iii） have the students attempt to place the sentences in the proper order based 
on the ‘order of information' previously discussed; and iv） once students have completed the 
task show them the original introductions and have them compare to their own ordering.

Literature review – The pathway that has led you to this point
Advice: A literature review may be written either as a separate section or as a component of 

the introduction. Its function is to explain, via previous research, the path a researcher has taken 
to arrive at the point of the current study. The order of information is similar to that of the 
introduction in that it flows from general to specific, broad to narrow. First, begin the literature 
review with general, foundational references that are accepted throughout the field. These initial 
references are general in scope and function as the academic justification for this study. Then 
one must include ever-narrower more specific references that ultimately guide the reader to the 
gap in the research that is being investigated.

Task: Creating a roadmap of information. Have the students attempt to brainstorm the 
foundational information, general to specific, of a topic of your choice. One topic that I often use 
is language study. I give the students an area of research within the field of language study, i.e. 
pronunciation. I then have the students create a topic pathway – generating words, topics and 
ideas – that would logically lead a reader from the idea of general language study to the specific 
research area of pronunciation. This exercise also works for generating potential gaps in the 
research, and potential research questions.
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Methodology – sometimes referred to as methods and materials – What was done...
Advice: The methods section is an overview of what was done （procedures, protocols, 

tasks, measures, etc...）, how things were done, who participated （if people participated） and 
must include justification for the chosen methodology （referencing previous studies where 
these procedures were successful）. The challenge of the methods section lies in providing an 
adequate level of detail to ensure that the reader can clearly understand both what was done 
and how it was done. The methodology is the one section where oftentimes more information 
is preferred over less. Furthermore, as the methods section often includes several discrete 
protocols, subsections are commonly used to differentiate individual procedures. Finally, when 
concluding the methods write up, one should include any challenges or problems that arose.

Task: 1） Give the students a rough outline of a sample experimental procedure or procedures 
with accompanying results. Any field of study will suffice. Have the students write as many 
questions as possible for each of the following – who, what, where, when, why and how. Pairs 
or groups work particularly well with this task. The goal of this activity is to have the students 
create as detailed a picture as possible of the methodology for a given research paper. 2） Give 
students a sample introduction and have them write a methodology based on it.

Results – sometimes referred to as data analysis – What was found...
Advice: The results section is intended to display what you have found. Begin by highlighting 

the research aim and methods used, followed by an overview of the results. After the overview, 
more specific results should be presented in a manner that explains why these results are 
important and worth focusing on. Furthermore, grouping of results and order of results is a 
critical aspect that needs to be considered carefully. Does the order of information portray the 
results effectively? How to ensure ease of understanding as well as clearly highlighting the most 
important finding. When wrapping up the section mention any problems that may exist with the 
results, and then suggest a possible implication or two. The implications function as a transition 
to the discussion and conclusion section.

Of note – Include figures, charts and tables in the results section to clearly show all important 
findings.

Task: 1a） Hand out results sections from a variety of fields and have the students differentiate 
between the types of data and results, then discuss the identified differences. 1b） Use the same 
results sections and breakdown the order of information. Does the chosen order portray the 
results in the most effective manner possible? 2） Give students a sample introduction and/or 
methodology section and have them write a results section based on it.
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Discussion – sometimes combined with the conclusion – Positioning your study 
in relationship to the field

Advice: The initial role of the discussion section is to position the current study in relationship 
to previous research in the field. Researchers achieve this through a brief reference to the 
methods used, followed by a summarization and exploration of the important results that 
includes references to previous studies. Researchers should discuss the potential meanings of 
the results and then explain how the current study addresses the gap identified in the research 
question（s）. In short a discussion section should clearly show how and where findings fit within 
a research field.

Task: 1） Have an extended discussion with the students about the purpose of the ‘discussion 
section' and why or why not certain information should be included. 2） Give students sample 
abstracts and introductions and have them write a discussion section. 3） Have the students also 
write a combination discussion/conclusion.

Conclusion – sometimes combined with the discussion – What do the findings 
mean and why are they important? What is new and why the reader should care?

Advice: The writer should highlight the most important findings and discuss the potential 
implications and practical applications within the research field. The researchers should also 
discuss the limitations of the current study as well as suggest future avenues for research that 
build on the findings of this study.

Task: Give students sample abstracts and introductions and have them write a conclusion. 
Have the students also write a combination discussion/conclusion.

Wrap-up
This article offers a snapshot of some of the more important aspects researchers should 

include or consider when writing the various sections of a journal article. Any and all feedback 
is encouraged and welcomed. My email address: dclingwall＠pu-hiroshima.ac.jp
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