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Chapter 21: How to Prepare a Research Report and Use APA Style Guidelines
Learning Objectives
21.1 Explain the different principles used in writing an APA-style research report (e.g., language, specificity, labels, etc.).
21.2 List the seven sections of an APA-style quantitative research report and describe what goes in each section.
21.3 Explain how one might use the example of an APA-style manuscript provided in the chapter.
21.4 Explain how to write a qualitative research report.
21.5 Explain how to write a mixed methods research report, especially the Results section.
Annotated Chapter Outline
I. General Principles When Writing Your Research Report Using APA Style
A. The overriding general principle is that reports must be prepared in a manner that communicates clearly to the reader.
B. The principles outlined here are elaborated on in the definitive APA Publication Manual.
C. Writing your research report requires a smoothness and economy of expression.
i. Smoothness of expression is achieved by avoiding ambiguity or shifts in topics, tense, or person.
ii. Economy of expression is achieved by being frugal with words.
D. Language (I.1)
i. Language should be free of demeaning attitudes and biased assumptions.
ii. Specificity (I.1A)
a. Choose accurate and clear words that are free from bias.
b. Err in the direction of being more rather than less specific.
iii. Labels (I.1B)
a. Participants should be called what they prefer to be called.
b. Place the person first, followed by a descriptive phrase, as in children with a diagnosis of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder.
c. Some individuals and groups prefer identity first language, as in autistic person.
d. Sensitivity should be given to any suggestion that one group is better than another or is the standard against which another is to be judged.
iv. Participation (I.1C)
a. Write about the participants in your study in a way that acknowledges their participation.
b. Use the active voice.
c. Specific attention should be given to some issues:
i. Sex and gender
ii. Sexual orientation
iii. Racial and ethnic identity
iv. Disabilities
v. Age
vi. Intersectionality
E. Editorial Style (I.2)
i. Editorial style refers to the rules or guidelines a publisher uses to ensure a clear, consistent presentation of published material.
ii. Punctuation (I.2A)
a. The APA Publication Manual has recommendations regarding virtually all punctuation issues.
b. Four rules where mistakes are often made:
i. Always include a comma before the and in a series (e.g., apples, oranges, and pears).
ii. Commas and periods are included inside the quote marks (e.g., Popular terms in high school are “geeks,” “dorks,” and “jocks.”).
iii. Separate two independent clauses with a semicolon, not a comma.
iv. Precede a colon with an independent clause.
iii. Italics (I.2B)
a. Use italics infrequently.
b. Italics are required for some written items, including:
i. Titles (e.g., of books, journals).
ii. Initial introduction of a new technical term.
iii. Many statistical symbols.
iv. Words that might easily be misread.
iv. Abbreviations (I.2C)
a. Use abbreviations sparingly.
b. Abbreviate only when the abbreviations are conventional and likely to be familiar to the reader or when you can save considerable space and avoid cumbersome repetition.
v. Headings (I.2D)
a. Headings indicate the organization of your manuscript.
b. There are five levels of headings in a manuscript.
vi. Quotation (I.2E)
a. When using authors’ exact words (i.e., a string of four or more words), you must always follow the two primary quotation rules.
i. A quotation of fewer than 40 words is inserted into the text and enclosed with double quotation marks.
ii. A quotation of 40 or more words is displayed in a freestanding block of lines without quotation marks.
b. You must include the author and year of publication of the quotation and include the full citation of the work in the reference section of your manuscript.
c. You must include the specific page from which the quote is taken.
vii. Numbers (I.2F)
a. Use words to express numbers that begin a sentence as well as any number below 10.
b. Use numerals to express all other numbers.
viii. Physical Measurements (I.2G)
a. State all physical measurements in metric units.
b. If a measurement is expressed in nonmetric units, put its metric equivalent in parentheses.
ix. Presentation of Statistical Results (I.2H)
a. For reporting inferential statistical tests, provide enough information to allow the reader to understand fully the analysis that was conducted.
b. For reporting statistical tests, provide the test statistic value, degrees of freedom, probability value, and an effect size indicator of the magnitude of relationship or an effect-size confidence interval.
c. For reporting confidence intervals, put the lower and upper limit in brackets preceded by its designation.
x. Reference Citations in the Text (I.2I)
a. Use the author-date citation method.
b. With this information, the reader can turn to the reference list of your manuscript and locate complete information regarding the source.
c. If a citation includes three or more authors, use the surname of the first author, followed by the abbreviation et al.
d. Include the digital object identifier (DOI) for all sources that have one.
F. Reference List (I.3)
i. All citations in the text of the research report must be cited accurately and completely.
ii. Each entry should include the name of the author(s), year of publication, title, publishing data, and any other information necessary to identify the reference.
G. Typing (I.4)
i. Use a font that is easily read by everyone.
ii. Double-space all material.
iii. Use 1-inch margins on all sides.
II. Writing an APA-Style Quantitative Research Report (II)
A. Title Page (II.1)
i. The title page contains a running head, page number, title, author(s) and institutional affiliation(s) of the author(s), and author note.
ii. The names of authors who have made a substantial contribution to the study should appear immediately below the title.
iii. The Author Note should provide information about each author’s departmental affiliation and ORCID iDs (if available); any acknowledgments, disclaimers, or conflicts of interest, study registration, data sharing; and how to contact the author.
B. Abstract (II.2)
i. A comprehensive summary of the contents of the research report.
ii. Typically ranges from 150 to 250 words.
iii. Should be a single paragraph with no paragraph indentation, and it should be accurate, concise, and coherent.
a. A structured abstract includes labels (boldface and italicized) for each section.
C. Introduction (II.3)
i. Presents the specific problem being investigated in the context of prior research and describes the research strategy.
ii. Cites only studies that are directly pertinent to place the current study in context.
iii. Overall, the introduction should:
a. Specify the purpose of the study.
b. Show how it relates to prior work in the area.
c. Identify hypotheses to be tested when relevant.
D. Method (II.4)
i. Enables the reader to evaluate the appropriateness of the design of the study and assess the reliability and validity of the results.
ii. Participants (II.4A)
a. Identify the major demographic characteristics of the participants.
b. Include a description of the sampling method, the sample size, and the response rate.
iii. Apparatus or Instruments (II.4B)
a. Describe the apparatus or instruments used to collect the data and why they were used.
iv. Procedure (II.4C)
a. Explains exactly how the study was executed, from the moment the participant and the researcher came into contact to the time the participant completed the study.
b. Includes a step-by-step account of what the experimenter and participant did during the study, including:
i. Any instructions.
ii. Stimulus conditions that were presented to the participants.
iii. The responses they were to make.
iv. Any control techniques that were used.
E. Results (II.5)
i. Summarizes the data that were collected and any statistical treatment.
ii. Explains how the data were analyzed and the results of this analysis.
iii. Treatment of missing data should be reported and explained.
iv. Include sufficient descriptive statistics so that the nature of the effect can be understood.
F. Discussion (II.6)
i. State whether the hypotheses of the study were or were not supported.
ii. Provide an interpretation of the results and attempt to integrate your research findings with the results of prior research.
iii. Take into consideration and acknowledge any limitations or weaknesses inherent in the study.
iv. End with commentary on the importance of the findings.
G. References (II.7)
i. Provides both an acknowledgment of the scholarly work of others and a way to locate their work.
H. Footnotes (II.8)
i. Most footnotes are content footnotes, containing material needed to supplement or amplify the information provided in the text.
ii. Footnotes are also used to acknowledge copyright permission.
I. Tables (II.9)
i. Tables should be viewed as informative supplements to the text.
ii. Each table should be intelligible by itself, as well as be an integral part of the text.
iii. The APA Publication Manual provides a discussion of the construction of almost any type of table you might want to use and illustrates many of these tables.
J. Figures (II.10)
i. Focus on simplicity, clarity, continuity, and information value when constructing a figure.
ii. Figure Captions and Legends (II.10A)
a. Each figure is numbered and has a title and often includes a legend.
b. The figure title explains the figure contents.
c. A figure legend explains any symbols used in the figure.
iii. Figure Preparation (II.10B)
a. The resolution used for the figure should be sufficient to produce a high-quality image.
b. The primary guideline is to ensure that the presentation is clear and complete.
III. Example of an APA-Style Manuscript
A. A sample research report in manuscript form appears in the text.
B. It is suitable for submission to a journal for review.
IV. Writing Qualitative Research Reports
A. There is no standard format for reporting qualitative research.
B. Qualitative researchers use many nontraditional and creative styles.
C. Writing qualitative journal articles with a relatively systematic structure can be helpful:
i. Readers know what information to expect.
ii. Readers know where to find that information.
iii. Aids in the comparison of qualitative research reports.
D. Qualitative researchers very much agree with the APA recommendation that researchers use the first person and the active voice very positively.
E. Pseudonyms (i.e., fictitious names) are commonly used in qualitative research.
F. The seven sections for quantitative research reports can also be used quite effectively with qualitative reports.
i. In the Introduction (sometimes called Background in qualitative research), clearly explain the purpose of your research and report any research literature that is relevant to your study.
ii. The Method section needs to include information explaining:
a. How the study was done.
b. Where it was done.
c. With whom it was done.
d. Why the study was designed as it was.
e. How the data were collected and analyzed.
f. What procedures were carried out to ensure the validity of the arguments and conclusions.
iii. It is common today for qualitative researchers also to include a section in the report in which they reflect on:
a. Their personal standpoints.
b. Their disciplinary backgrounds.
c. Their theoretical and paradigmatic perspectives.
d. How these characteristics might affect their research.
iv. The overriding issue when writing your Results section is to provide sufficient and convincing evidence.
a. Assertions must be backed up with empirical data.
b. Find an appropriate balance between description and interpretation.
c. Provide quotes from your research participants.
d. Include short sections from your field notes and other data to bring your reader close to your research participants.
G. In the Discussion section (sometimes called the Conclusion), state the overall conclusions and offer additional interpretation of the findings.
V. Writing Mixed Methods Research Reports
A. Know your audience and write in a manner that clearly communicates to that audience.
B. Consider briefly articulating your mixed methods research philosophy/paradigm and your synthesis of these.
C. Demonstrate multiple perspectives on the research phenomena studied.
D. There is no single writing technique that is appropriate for mixed methods research in all cases.
E. For equal-emphasis mixed designs, fully respect the thinking styles of each approach when writing about them and merging them.
F. Make sure that you integrate ideas from the qualitative and quantitative data, findings, and perspectives into warranted meta-inferences.
i. Meta-inference: An inference or conclusion that builds on or integrates quantitative and qualitative insights and findings.
G. The biggest change occurs in the Results section because you now have multiple kinds of results.
i. Results may be organized by method/paradigm or by research questions.
VI. Action Research Reflection
A. Action researchers should share what they learn with others in their setting and add their knowledge to the broader scientific knowledge base.
i. We mentioned earlier that it is essential that education science listen carefully to practitioners’ action research findings.
ii. Therefore, action researchers must write up their findings and share them with others via outlets such as professional and scholarly conferences and publications (local, regional, and national).
B. Interpersonal communication mechanisms also are important, such as sharing your findings and ideas with colleagues, participants, administrators, and parents.
i. Always remember that communication must be two-way (or multiway) for the participants to engage in continual and lifelong learning.
C. How should you specifically communicate and disseminate your insights gained from your action research project?
D. What is your communication and dissemination plan?
E. How have you already communicated your findings? Did others find it useful? What insights did they have about your project? With whom do you want to continue your “action communication and learning”? Should you organize a learning community to continue focusing on a particular action research issue?
F. What follow-up questions do you have, if you are to continue your action research project?
G. What specifically are your next action research questions and what is your action plan?
