
Academic Writing Skills:
A review paper

Ljuba Bacharova 
2020



Outlines

• Why academic writing

• What is academic writing

• Review paper

• Discussion: Your diploma theses



Writ
ing

English

Methodology 
of research

Discipline 
specific 

knowledge:
Medicine



Vedomosti, zručnosti

Literature review

Critical appraisal

Study Protocol 
preparation

Discipline specific 
knowledge

Methodology of 
research

Statistics

English language

Argumentation

How to write

Searching for 
literature, 
evidence



Why AWS?

• International recognition

• comparability

• competitiveness

• collaboration

• publishing in internationally recognised scientific 
journals

• active and qualified participation at international 
conferences.



Globalization of scientific publishing –
exposing weak local products to 

strong international competition.



Why diploma thesis?

An experience with academic writing:

• Searching for literature

• Critical apprising of evidence

• The process of writing

In your professional life:

• To document the experience.



Clinical practice/ physician

Your professional life:

Medicine - the long-life education:

Sharing experienceLearning



Basic structure of DT

Theoretical part:

• A review

Practical part:

• An IMRAD structure



Receiving the message

Scientific communication is a two-way process:

A message: useless unless it is perceived

A published scientific paper: useless until it is both 
received and understood.



Understanding the message

The words of the message should be as clear and 
simple and well-ordered as possible.

In scientific writing there is no room for and no need 
for ornamentation.

The flowery literary embellishments, the metaphors, 
the similes, the idiomatic expressions, are likely to 
cause confusion and should seldom be used in writing 
research papers.



Scientific writing has to communicate 
new scientific findings.

Clear, certain meanings apply to:

• peers of the authors,

• students just embarking on their careers,

• scientists reading outside their own narrow 
discipline,

• readers whose native language is other than 
English (the majority of readers today).



Language of a scientific paper

• appropriate language

• proper use of English

“The best English is that which gives the sense in the 
fewest short words.”



The problems with writing

Tim Albert: BMJ 2002;325:S180

What are the problems:
• Time
• Pressure to publish/ write
• Lack of training
• Red pen syndrome
• What is good writing anyway?
• Writer’s block



WHAT IS ACADEMIC WRITING



Academic writing

Complexity: 

• Written language is relatively more complex than spoken 
language. Written language has longer words, it is lexically 
more dense and it has a more varied vocabulary. Written texts 
are shorter and the language has more grammatical 
complexity, including more subordinate clauses and more 
passives.

Formality:

• Academic writing is relatively formal. In general this means 
that you should avoid colloquial words and expressions.



Precision:

• Facts and figures are given precisely.

Objectivity:

• The main emphasis should be on the information 
that you want to give and the arguments you 
want to make, rather than you. For that reason,  
academic writing tends to use nouns (and 
adjectives), rather than verbs (and adverbs).



Explicitness:
• Academic writing is explicit about the 

relationships in the text. It is the responsibility of 
the writer in English to make it clear to the reader 
how the various parts of the text are related. 

Accuracy:
• Academic writing uses vocabulary accurately. 

E.g.: ischemic heart disease, coronary heart 
disease, myocardial infarction.



Hedging:
• In any kind of academic writing you do, it is necessary 

to make decisions about your stance on a particular 
subject, or the strength of the claims you are making. 

• A technique common in certain kinds of academic 
writing is known by linguists as a ‘hedge’.

Responsibility:
• In academic writing you must be responsible for, and 

must be able to provide evidence and justification for, 
any claims you make. 



Definition of a scientific paper

A scientific paper is a written and published report 
describing original research results:

• must be written in a certain way,

• must be published in a certain way.

A scientific paper = a valid publication.



Primary publication:

• the first publication of original research results,

• in a form whereby peers of the author can repeat 
the experiments and test the conclusions,

• in a journal or other source document readily 
available within the scientific community.

Most of the literature is buried in:

• meeting abstracts,

• conference reports,

• governmental documents,

• books or journals of minuscule circulation., etc.



Organization of a scientific paper

A scientific paper is a paper organized to meet the 
needs of valid publications:

• highly stylized,

• with distinctive and clearly evident component 
parts

The most common: IMRAD

• prescribed as a standard by the American 
National Standard Institute 1972, 1979.



A scientific paper has less to do with literary skills 
than with organization:

• A scientific paper is not literature,

• the author of a scientific paper is not really an 
author in the literary sense.



IMRAD STRUCTURE



The IMRAD story

The early published papers - descriptive

Often the observations were in simple chronological 
order.

Still used in “letters” journals, in case reports in 
medicine, in geological surveys ...



The logic of IMRAD:

• Introduction: What question (problem) was 
studied?

• Methods: How was the problem studied?

• Results: What were the findings?

• Discussion: What do these findings mean?

IMRAD:

• helps the authors to organize and write the 
manuscript

• provides an easy road-map for editors, referees, 
and ultimately readers to follow in reading the 
paper.



Structure of a research paper:

• Introduction

• Material and Methods

• Results

• Figures and Tables

• Discussion

• References

• Abstract



Title:
Should begin with a keyword from the main theme of the paper. Keep it short and 
simple. Avoid abbreviations.

Abstract:
Structure a short (~250 words) abstract. Most people end at the abstract so it is 
important to spend time on this.

Introduction:
start with what is already known. \Identify what is unknown? Why was the study 
conducted in the first place? What is the question (hypothesis) being tested?

Do Not – include textbook material; review the entire field of research or give away the 
results.

End the introduction with a clear statement of the primary research question - e.g. 
“We aimed to assess the benefit of  … [intervention] on [outcome] in … [setting].

Dr. Stuart Spencer, Executive Editor, The Lancet.



Methods: Whom – Where – When – Why – What and How

Important questions to be answered are: Is the study reproducible based on the 
details provided? Are the study measurements in the logical order? Are new 
techniques explained in detail, with the rationale?

Discussion:
Begin by stating what the answer was, to the question previously
Stated in the Introduction.
1st Paragraph: What did this study show?
2nd Paragraph: Strengths and weaknesses of the methods
3rd Paragraph: discuss as to how the results support or refute the current knowledge
Final Paragraph: Provide insight on future directions ‘so what?’ and ‘where next’. 
What is the impact on current thinking or practice?

References:
Journal specific formatting is crucial; else, the editor will sense the previous 
submission (and the outcome). Carefully select the authors used and chose seminal 
references. Cite 1 or 2 references for each point being made.

Do Not: over self-site.

Dr. Stuart Spencer, Executive Editor, The Lancet.



Figures and tables:
‘A picture is worth a thousand words’. Emphasize on the trends, patterns and 
relationships. Predict future values. Figure must illustrate the data too complex for a 
table representation. Use discretion.

Covering Letter:
Address the Editor by Name. State the importance of the question. State the 
importance of the findings. Justify as to why this specific journal was chosen?

Remember: Editors want to publish papers, but must maintain standards. Our job is to 
persuade the editors that the paper is worthy. Be humble (as it must be sensed in the 
paper)!

Dr. Stuart Spencer, Executive Editor, The Lancet.



A REVIEW



A literature review 
vs an academic research paper?

• The main focus of an academic research paper is 
to develop a new argument, and a research paper 
is likely to contain a literature review as one of its 
parts. 

• In a research paper, you use the literature as a 
foundation and as support for a new insight that 
you contribute. 

• The focus of a literature review, however, is to 
summarize and synthesize the arguments and 
ideas of others without adding new 
contributions.



Types of review

A research paper is one where an original study has been 
performed (usually an IMRAD paper). 

A review paper:
• a narrative review: it explains a topic in detail based on 

previously published research.
• a systematic review: it systematically searches the 

previously published research studies for the answers to a 
specific question. 

• a meta-analysis: it combines the results of previously 
published studies to see the effects, for example, of a 
specific intervention.



Narrative review: 

• it explains a topic in detail based on previously published 
research,

• It discusses the state of the science of a specific topic or 
theme from a theoretical and contextual point of view. 

• A role in continuing education: providing up-to-date 
knowledge. 

• However, this type of review does not describe the 
methodological approach that would permit reproduction 
of data nor answer to specific quantitative research 
questions.

• A specific narrative review:  an opinion paper



Systematic review: 

• it systematically searches the previously 
published research studies for the answers to 
a specific question. 

• It follows the IMRAD structure



Systematic review: 

Steps: 
• a) Posing a Research Question - a well formulated research 

question that contains well defined types of patients/illness 
and interventions that help in the decision-making process 
determining which articles to include in the literature 
review. 

• b) Locating Studies – - These sources should include main 
databases such as Medline, Cinahl, Embase, Lilacs, 
Cochrane Controlled Trials Database, SciSearch and other 
information sources such as articles published in 
conference proceedings, specialized studies, and manual 
search of articles published in journals that are not indexed 
in the major scientific databases. A detailed description of 
the approach should be described for each one of these 
types of sources used. 



• c) Critical Evaluation of the Studies: specific criteria to determine 
the validity of the selected studies. Studies that are not included in 
the literature review must be cited and have a rationale for 
exclusion. 

• d) Data Collection: Describe each study's methodological approach 
(variables, sample, measures, and data analysis) and findings, which 
allow comparison between and/or among the selected studies. 

• e) Data Analysis and Reporting: Studies should be grouped 
together according to their methodological similarities. Numerical 
and graphical presentation of the results should also be addressed 
in the project to facilitate reader understanding of the findings. 

• f) Interpretation of the findings: the strength of evidence, 
utilization of the findings, costs and current practice, which dictates 
the balance between benefits and risks. 



Main differences between narrative 
and systematic review

Features Narrative review Systematic review

Question Broad Specific

Source Usually not specified, potentially
biased

Comprehensive, explicit search 
approach

Selection Usually not specified, potentially
biased

Criterion-based selection, uniformly 
applied

Evaluation Variable Rigorous critical evaluation

Synthesis Often qualitative Quantitative*

Inference Sometimes evidence-based Usually evidence-based

*A quantitative synthesis that includes a statistical method is a meta-analysis.



Meta-analysis: 

• it combines the results of previously published 
studies.

• It uses a statistical approach to combine the 
results from multiple studies in an effort to 
increase power (over individual studies), 
improve estimates of the size of the effect 
and/or to resolve uncertainty when reports 
disagree.



• When the treatment effect (or effect size) is 
consistent from one study to the next, meta-
analysis can be used to identify this common 
effect. When the effect varies from one study 
to the next, meta-analysis may be used to 
identify the reason for the variation.
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A review

A critical analysis of published sources on a particular 
topic, providing:

• a summary, 
• classification, 
• comparison
• and evaluation.

The general format: three components:
• an introduction,
• a body
• a conclusion



Why to write a review

To demonstrate understanding of the literature on a particular 
topic, by analyzing and synthesizing the information to:

• Determine what has already been written on a topic
• Provide an overview of key concepts
• Identify major relationships or patterns
• Identify strengths and weaknesses
• Identify any gaps in the research
• Identify any conflicting evidence

• Provide a solid background to a research paper’s 
investigation



Steps:

Determine your purpose: 

• what you are going to address in the literature review. 

Do an extensive search of the literature:

• Find out what has been written on the topic.

• Select appropriate source material: 
– An extensive review of relevant material will include —

books, journal articles, reports, government documents, 
conference proceedings and web resources. 

– The Library would be the best place to search for your 
sources.



How many resources:
• to more than fifty for a thesis. 

Note the bibliographical details of your sources:
• Keep a note of the publication title, date, authors’ names, page 

numbers and publishers. These details will save you time later.

Read the literature:
• Critically read each source, look for the arguments presented rather 

than for facts.
• Take notes as you read and start to organize your review around 

themes and ideas.
• Consider using a table, matrix or concept map to identify how the 

different sources relate to each other.



Analyze the literature you have found:

• What are the key terms and concepts?

• How relevant is this article to my specific topic?

• What are the major relationships, trends and patterns?

• How has the author structured the arguments?

• How authoritative and credible is this source?

• What are the differences and similarities between the 
sources?

• Are there any gaps in the literature that require further 
study?



Structure of a review

Introduction: an outline of:

• why you are writing a review, and why the 
topic is important,

• the scope of the review — what aspects of the 
topic will be discussed ,

• the criteria used for your literature selection 
(e.g.. type of sources used, date range)

• the organizational pattern of the review.



The body

Identification of:

• the main people working in a field,

• recent major advances and discoveries,

• significant gaps in the research,

• current debates,

• ideas of where research might go next.



Body paragraphs: 

• Each body paragraph should deal with a 
different theme that is relevant to your topic:

• to synthesize several of reviewed readings into 
a paragraph, so that there is a clear 
connection between the various sources;

• to critically analyze each source for how they 
contribute to the themes.



The body could include paragraphs on:

• Historical background

• Methodologies

• Previous studies on the topic

• Mainstream versus alternative viewpoints

• Principal questions being asked

• General conclusions that are being drawn.



Conclusion: 

A summary of:

• the main agreements and disagreements in 
the literature,

• any gaps or areas for further research,

• your overall perspective on the topic.



SKILLS NEEDED



Why to write literature reviews?

• Literature reviews provide you with a handy guide to a 
particular topic. 

• If you have limited time to conduct research, literature 
reviews can give you an overview or act as a stepping 
stone. 

• For professionals, they are useful reports that keep 
them up to date with what is current in the field. 

• For scholars, the depth and breadth of the literature 
review emphasizes the credibility of the writer in his or 
her field.

• Literature reviews also provide a solid background for a 
research paper’s investigation. 



Narrow your topic: 

• The narrower your topic, the easier it will be 
to limit the number of sources you need to 
read in order to get a good survey of the 
material.



Find a focus:

• Is there one or different solutions? 
• Is there an aspect of the field that is missing?
• How well do they present the material and do 

they portray it according to an appropriate 
theory? 

• Do they reveal a trend in the field? 
• A powerful debate?

• Pick one of these themes to focus the 
organization of your review.



Organizing the body:

• Chronological: If your review follows the chronological method, you 
could write about the topic above according to when they were 
published. 

• By publication: Order your sources by publication chronology, then, 
only if the order demonstrates a more important trend. 

• By trend: A better way to organize the above sources 
chronologically is to examine the sources under another trend, 

• Thematic: Thematic reviews of literature are organized around a 
topic or issue, rather than the progression of time. However, 
progression of time may still be an important factor in a thematic 
review. But more authentic thematic reviews tend to break away 
from chronological order. A review organized in this manner could 
shift between time periods within each section according to the 
point made.



• Methodological: A methodological approach differs from the two 
above in that the focusing factor usually does not have to do with 
the content of the material. Instead, it focuses on the “methods” of 
the researcher or writer. 

• Based on the organization – the structure of the body can be 
prepared.

• Current Situation: Information necessary to understand the topic or 
focus of the literature review.

• History: The chronological progression of the field, the literature, or 
an idea that is necessary to understand the literature review, if the 
body of the literature review is not already a chronology.

• Methods and/or Standards: The criteria you used to select the 
sources.



Summarizing

• Summaries are significantly shorter than the 
original material, and they take a broad 
overview of the source material as a whole. 
Summary must be cited with in-text citations 
and on your reference page.



Summarizing a text has two aims: 

• (1) to reproduce the overarching ideas in a 
text, identifying the general concepts that run 
through the entire piece,

• (2) to express these overarching ideas using 
precise, specific language. 

Summarizing:



Summarizing:

• Example: Overall, the first two quarters of 2008 have been 
profitable to the company. Nineteen of twenty departments report 
cutting costs at least twenty percent, and sales from fifteen 
departments have risen five percent, or about $5 million. Despite 
these positive developments, most department heads believe that 
they will not be able to maintain these levels for the remainder of 
the year.

• Summarized: The company has driven profits from January to June 
of 2008, but the rest of the year is not expected to be as good.

• Unlike paraphrasing, the basic order of the original text is 
maintained. However, some words have been changed to close 
synonyms. When summarizing, avoid cutting too much important 
information.



• Some methods for summarizing:

• Omit ideas that are not really central to the text. 
In general, omit minor details and specific 
examples.

• Be careful not to plagiarize the author’s words. If 
you do use even a few of the author’s words, 
they must appear in quotation marks. To avoid 
plagiarism, try writing the first draft of your 
summary without looking back at the original 
text.



Paraphrasing

Paraphrasing is stating an idea or passage in 
your own words. You must significantly change 
the wording, phrasing, and sentence structure 
(not just a few words here and there) of the 
source. These also must be noted with in-text 
citations and the reference page.



Quoting

Quotations are the exact words of an author, 
copied directly from a source, word for word. 
Quotations must appear with quotation marks, 
and they need to be cited with in-text citations 
and on the reference page.



What are the differences among quoting, 
paraphrasing, and summarizing?

• Quotations must be identical to the original, using a narrow 
segment of the source. They must match the source 
document word for word and must be attributed to the 
original author.

• Paraphrasing involves putting a passage from source 
material into your own words. A paraphrase must also be 
attributed to the original source. Paraphrased material is 
usually shorter than the original passage, taking a 
somewhat broader segment of the source and condensing 
it slightly.

• Summarizing involves putting the main idea(s) into your 
own words, including only the main point(s). Once again, it 
is necessary to attribute summarized ideas to the original 
source. Summaries are significantly shorter than the 
original and take a broad overview of the source material.



Steps:

• Read the entire text, noting the key points and 
main ideas.

• Summarize in your own words what the single 
main idea of the essay is.

• Paraphrase important supporting points that 
come up in the essay.

• Consider any words, phrases, or brief passages 
that you believe should be quoted directly.



What about “common knowledge”?

• In every professional field, experts consider some ideas 
“common knowledge,” but remember that you’re not a 
professional (yet). 

Ask yourself the following questions:

• Did I know this information before I took this course?

• Did this information/idea come from my own brain?

• If you answer “no” to either or both of these questions, 
then the information is not “common knowledge” to 
you. In these cases, you need to cite your source(s) and 
indicate where you first learned this bit of what may be 
“common knowledge” in the field.



Summary (1):

• Identify the broad problem area, but avoid global statements.

• Early in the review, indicate why the topic being reviewed is 
important.

• Distinguish between research finding and other sources of 
information.

• Indicate why certain studies are important.

• If you are commenting on the timeliness of a topic, be specific in 
describing the time frame.

• If citing a classic or landmark study, identify it as such.

• If a landmark study was replicated, mention that and indicate the 
results of the replication.



Summary (2):

• Discuss other literature reviews on your topic.

• Refer the reader to other reviews on issues that you will not be 
discussing in details.

• Justify comments such as "no studies were found."

• Avoid long lists of nonspecific references.

• If the results of previous studies are inconsistent or widely 
varying, cite them separately .

• Cite all relevant references in the review section of thesis, 
dissertation, or journal article.


