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Verba volant, scripta manent
(spoken words fly away, written words remain)

- Latin proverb



“

3Sue Fussell on Facebook



Assignment #3 
Debrief
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1.

Why did you choose 
that paper?
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What about the paper attracted you as a reader?

✘ Title
✘ Topic
✘ Message
✘ Authors
✘ Contributions
✘ Easy to read? Nice visuals?
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2.

Why is the paper you chose 
a good paper?
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What makes good research?

✘ Research is creation and communication of knowledge 
that is
○ Novel
○ Generalizable
○ Valuable
○ Valid

8Definition from Krzysztof Gajos
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3.

What are the major 
contributions of the paper 

you chose?
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Contribution Types (in HCI)

✘ Artifact: building novel technology/system/algorithm/interaction
✘ Empirical: understanding artifact & human behavior
✘ Methodology
✘ Theory
✘ Dataset
✘ Survey
✘ Opinion

11Wobbrock, Jacob O., and Julie A. Kientz. "Research contributions in human-computer interaction." interactions23.3 (2016): 38-44.



Writing a Paper
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Why does writing matter?

✘ Writing is communicating (newly found) knowledge and discussing its 
process, validity, scope, and implications. 

✘ Your research is almost always shared with the world as written 
documents (= papers).

✘ Primary readers: fellow researchers who might like to build on this 
knowledge. 
○ Treat it like designing API: think how others might use it. 

13



Academic writing is highly formulaic

✘ You have to learn the rules.
○ Abstract => Intro => Related work => …
○ Reporting stats
○ Area-specific norms and ways of explaining & convincing

✘ What do academics “speak in”? 
○ Logical arguments, valid claims, references to previous knowledge, 

methodological rigor, novelty, (a very specific version of) English

✘ Analogous to writing code in many ways
○ Syntax/logical errors, debugging, code reviews, documentation, …
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Key Message: Approach it Reader-Centered

✘ Visualize readers & how they read your paper.
○ Time-pressed

■ Get to the message ASAP. Visualize & Summarize.
○ Not as excited as you are

■ Strong motivation, novel solution, promising results
○ Critical

■ Better be correct & rigorous

15
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17“How to write a great research paper” by Simon Peyton Jones

https://www.cis.upenn.edu/~sweirich/icfp-plmw15/slides/peyton-jones.pdf
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Anatomy of a Research Paper
✘ Title

✘ Abstract

✘ Introduction

✘ Background (or Related Work)

✘ Main idea / Methods

✘ Evaluation + Results

✘ Discussion

✘ Conclusion / Future Work

19

✘ 1000 readers

✘ 100 readers

✘ 100 readers

✘ 10 readers

✘ 7 readers

✘ 5 readers

✘ 3 readers

✘ 10 readers
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Before writing a paper, I ask my students…

✘ What will the contributions of this paper be?
○ What needs to be done to claim these contributions?

✘ Why would someone cite this work? 
○ Write a hypothetical sentence some future 

researcher might use to reference your paper.

21



Remember IMRaD Model?

22By Tom Toyosaki - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=39687200



Title

✘ Catchy Titles Are Good: But Avoid Being Cute
✘ Should represent the contribution.

○ System/artifact
■ “AODV-BR: Backup routing in ad hoc networks”
■ “ Learning Without Peeking: Secure Multi-Party Computation 

Genetic Programming”
○ Empirical

■ “Parallel Prototyping Leads to Better Design Results, More 
Divergence, and Increased Self-Efficacy”

■ “Anyone Can Become a Troll: Causes of Trolling Behavior in Online 
Discussions”

23https://faculty.washington.edu/wobbrock/pubs/Wobbrock-2015.pdf



Abstract

✘ One recipe
○ General problem space / motivation (very brief)
○ Approach taken
○ Methodology + Key findings
○ Why the findings matter

✘ Often used as material for TPC bidding or session scheduling

24https://faculty.washington.edu/wobbrock/pubs/Wobbrock-2015.pdf



Abstract

✘ Describe the work not the paper.
✘ Present concrete results.

○ “We present results from our evaluation” (X)
○ “Our technique shows a 35% increase in performance over the 

baseline condition” (O)
✘ Do not copy & paste sentences and phrases from Introduction & 

Conclusion.
○ They serve different purposes & paraphrasing reduces 

ambiguity.
○ Repeating can be seen as sloppy writing & bad style.

25https://faculty.washington.edu/wobbrock/pubs/Wobbrock-2015.pdf



Introduction

✘ Many different recipes exist. But all roughly follow similar structure.
✘ My favorite: the 5-point structure:

○ State of the world …
○ The big BUT…
○ Therefore, we did …
○ The key findings are …
○ The contributions of this work are …

26https://faculty.washington.edu/wobbrock/pubs/Wobbrock-2015.pdf



Common 
Misconceptions 
about Writing
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1.

“I’m not a native speaker so my writing’s 
going to be inevitably worse than a native 

English speaking colleague.”
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I was once asked what were the most vital assets of 
a competent programmer.

…
I said "exceptional mastery" of his native tongue because you 

have to think in terms of words and sentences 
using a language you are familiar with. 

“An interview with Edsger W. Dijkstra”, By Thomas J. Misa
Communications of the ACM, August 2010, Vol. 53 No. 8, Pages 41-47

- Edsger W. Dijkstra



2.

“I should start writing when 
my ‘research’ is complete.”
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Idea Do 
research

Write 
paper

“How to write a great research paper ” by Simon Peyton Jones
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Idea Do 
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paper

Idea Write 
paper

Do 
research

“How to write a great research paper ” by Simon Peyton Jones

✘ Writing papers is a primary mechanism for doing 
research (not just for reporting it).



3.

“Writing 10 pages is easy after 
working on the project for months. 
I will spend a few days before the 

deadline to write it up.”
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✘ TIME: crucial difference between bad and good papers
✘ Multiple revisions are required, ideally until feedback is 

mostly spelling and grammar issues.
✘ Intro often gets rewritten multiple times from scratch.
✘ Beta paper: 2 weeks before the deadline
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4.
“I spent months implementing and 

debugging this module. 
I’m going to write four pages about it.”
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✘ No, a paper is not a research diary.
✘ You spend 90% time implementing and debugging, but it 

might just be a paragraph in the paper.
✘ Focus on the “intellectual contribution”
✘ What’s the take-home message?
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5.

“I should not share my writing 
with others until it’s 
completely ready.”
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✘ Research is constant 
communication & 
interaction with your 
colleagues and the 
community.

42http://suhailpatel.co.uk/el-castillo/#.W59aK5MzZTY



Tips on Language & Style

✘ Use a spell checker (or services like Grammarly) for any writing.
✘ Do not mix facts (results) with opinions (discussion).

✘ “We” is reserved to authors.
○ “We live in a connected world.” (X)

✘ Oxford commas (at least be consistent)

✘ Use active voice as much as possible.
✘ Do not use ref as nouns. E.g., “[3] shows that…” (X)

✘ Spell out numbers up to 10 + don’t start a sentence with a number.
✘ Commonly mistaken uncountable nouns

○ “feedbacks”, “researches”, “faculties”, “advices”, “softwares”, “stuffs”
43



Tips on Writing Habits

✘ Start writing 30 mins everyday.
✘ Write not just papers, but blogs, FB posts, Tweets, etc. Make videos.
✘ Care about the visual structure.

○ Sections, emphasis, charts, tables, figures
✘ Steal good patterns from your favorite papers 

(going back to Prof. Yoo’s meta reading skill). 
✘ Plan & think before writing (replace with coding or making slides): 

outlines or notes help.
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45https://www.facebook.com/groups/834637469921428/permalink/1949636351754862/



Assignment #4: Rewrite the abstract

✘ Rewrite the abstract of the paper from Assignment #3.
✘ Avoid limiting to only simple word changes.
✘ Analyze what “recipe” the original is following & think 

how it could be strengthened.
✘ Shoot for 150-200 words.
✘ Will discuss some examples in the writing workshop.
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Resources

✘ “The Elements of Style” by Strunk & White
✘ “Writing for Computer Science” by Justin Zobel
✘ “How to write a great research paper” by Simon Peyton Jones
✘ ”Top-10 tips for writing a paper” by Jim Kurose
✘ “Tips for Writing Technical Papers” by Jennifer Widom
✘ “How do I write a good research paper?” by Andy Ko
✘ “Writing Technical  Articles” by Henning Schulzrinne

47

https://www.cis.upenn.edu/~sweirich/icfp-plmw15/slides/peyton-jones.pdf
http://conferences.sigcomm.org/co-next/2006/files/pres/10tipsforwritingapaper.pdf
https://cs.stanford.edu/people/widom/paper-writing.html
https://faculty.washington.edu/ajko/advice
http://www.cs.columbia.edu/~hgs/etc/writing-style.html


Area-Specific Resources

✘ HCI
○ An HCI research paper writing guide formatted as an HCI 

paper by Jacob O. Wobbrock
✘ Software Engineering

○ “Draft Guidelines for My Students on Writing Software 
Engineering Research Papers” by Mark Harman

✘ Systems
○ “Tips about writing systems papers” by Lin Zhong
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http://faculty.washington.edu/wobbrock/pubs/Wobbrock-2015.pdf
https://cragkhit.github.io/files/harman-writing-advice.pdf
http://www.ruf.rice.edu/~mobile/writing.html

