General Tips for Professional Writing in Psychology
Plagiarism:

· All quotes must be in quotation marks, with appropriate references and page numbers cited

· Paraphrased information, key facts, and statistics should also have appropriate references and page numbers

· General conclusions should have appropriate references, but page numbers are not required.
· Ignorance is no excuse (skills learned in 4th grade). Plagiarism most often results from rushing too quickly to complete an assignment
Quotes:

· Do not overuse quotes; more than 1 per page is probably overdoing it

· Quotes should not be used to state general findings or anything you could have just as easily said in your own words

· Use quotes 1) to show a person’s absurd or extreme point of view, or 2) when the author stated something so well that nobody in the history of the universe could have said it better
· Most researchers are not brilliant writers and are often not worth quoting
· Always use quotation marks when using quotes (see plagiarism notes above)

Follow Directions:

· If there are specific guidelines for a paper, follow them. The consequences of ignoring guidelines are 1) poor grades, 2) scolding from bosses, 3) rejection from journals, and 4) poor impression management
· If you are unsure about guidelines, ask lots of questions well in advance
· Web sites are not good sources (scientific or popular)

· Scientific studies are different from scientific reviews, with studies involving participants and some type of design (correlational or experimental) and reviews summarizing past research

· If you have several weeks to do an assignment, it looks sloppy to turn in work that has not been proof-read, is incomplete, or is unorganized.

· Print articles in advance

· Proof-read / peer review

· Cover pages, references, articles included; organized in some way

Depth of Analysis:
· If asked to compare articles, focus more on the their differences in reasoning and in their conclusions than on superficial features
· Draw on other relevant information learned in this course or elsewhere
· When picking apart an article, there are several easy targets.

· Is a source credible? Are conclusions based on Uncle Joe’s opinions, an expert’s opinion, a single study, or several studies?

· If the study is correlational, consider why the variables are correlated. Does one variable cause the other, or does some 3rd variable possibly cause both?
· If the study is experimental, is there any reason to think that the experimenter’s beliefs might bias the results? Did they use random assignment or let participants pick their own condition?
· Consider internal validity (the quality of measurement). For any type of study, are the measures any good? Are the measure questionable? For example, do they measure “marital satisfaction” by just looking at divorce rates (questionable), or do they use divorce rates, lots of surveys, and observations too (better). Judge how reasonable their measures seemed. Could you come up with a better way of measuring the same variables?
· Consider conclusion validity (how well their conclusions follow from the facts). Do they overstate or understate the importance of their findings? For example, if they find that daycare is only slightly beneficial, why are they recommending it for everyone? Do the authors say anything that sounds illogical or absurd?
· Consider external validity (how well the results will replicate or generalize). Is their sample of participants representative of the United States population as a whole? If they only used college students, rich White people, twins, or unhappy couples, how might the results be different for a more general or representative group of Americans? Is there any reason to think that their results won’t hold up across different people or at a future point in time? Maybe the article is really old and people are very different today.
Word Choice:

· Words can be powerful, so choose them wisely
· Some words (good, bad, thing) convey little meaning; be more specific

· Diagnostic labels should be used with compassion, so avoid terms like “schizophrenic,” “alcoholic,” or “druggy” that define a person by their psychopathology. This is unprofessional, often inaccurate, and potentially harmful. Instead use terms like “people with alcohol problems” or “people diagnosed with schizophrenia.” Imagine if medical doctors started calling people with cancer names like “cancies” or people with heart disease names like “cardiacs” instead of “cancer or heart disease patients.”
· Similarly, “disease” should only be used when a condition is clearly a disease. It is neither technically accurate nor compassionate to describe alcoholism or other complex psychological problems as a disease (despite that many people do). Additionally, “mental illness” is a legal concept, whereas psychologists prefer terms like “psychological disorder” that less explicitly describe the problem as being biologically based
· “You,” “we,” and “our” are fine for informal writings, but generally should be avoided in scientific writing
· According to APA guidelines, it is acceptable to use the word “I” in your writing, and in many cases this is preferable to passive voice (“I reviewed four articles” is better than “Four articles were reviewed for this paper”). 

Formatting:
· Use a standard font (like Times New Roman, 12 point), standard margins (1 inch all around), and standard line spacing (double spaced)
More Advanced Topics in English Writing:
· Avoid the comma splice. Two independent clauses (sentences) should be separated, connected with a comma and conjunction (“, and” or “, but”), or connected with a semicolon. They should not be connected with a comma.
· Avoid passive voice
· Affect versus Effect
· Affect = “have an influence on” or “have an impact on”
· Effect = “a consequence” or “a result”

· Drinking affects (has an impact on) driving ability. The effect (consequence) of his drinking was a car accident
