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Writing Papers in Psychology

Comparing APA and MLA Writing Styles
Language


Research Psychologists – make language transparent



- don’t let language get in the way of the thought


Humanities – language and thoughts linked



- words chosen as important as thoughts

Voice


Psychologists use PASSIVE voice, NOT ACTIVE voice


- don’t let language get in the way of the thought

Example:  “the data were analyzed” not “I analyzed the data”



(emphasizes the data,  not the researcher)

Creativity

Humanities write creatively

If Psychologists say things in creative way – others may question the seriousness of their work

Citations

Psychologists paraphrase more rather than quote.

Humanities (and Historians) – use direct quotes approx every 60 words of a text

Psychologists – direct quotes only every 3000 words of text

Subheadings

APA style requires a specific linear ordering of the sections of a report.

Within these sections, Psychologists use a lot of subheadings to announce the introduction of new topics.

This convention allows reports to be concise.

Less transition phrases required.

Footnotes


- Psychologists rarely use footnotes


- detracts from clear, concise, linear format expected by the reader

“If something deviates from the point you’re trying to make, put it in a footnote. . .  

then go through and cut out all of the footnotes!”
Disagreements


- when historians and literary critics disagree with their colleagues, they are outspoken


- may become personal

But Psychologists keep personalities out of disagreements.

Psychologists couch their differences in terms of data, theories, methodology
Why?

- An effort to build a coherent body of knowledge.


- Again, de-emphasizing the individual helps emphasize the data and theories.
Hedged Conclusions

Psychologists are much more likely to use hedge words in their academic writing.

Psychologists use an average more than 10 times as many hedge words as historians and literary critics do
Typical hedge words and phrases:


- “is consistent with”


- “lends support to”


- “may be considered”


- “may be related to”

Never say “proves”
Why?

Theories are essentially impossible to prove and difficult, at best, to disprove.

For this reason, even the strongest data may be only weakly linked to theory.
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