BIOL1108L – Thinking Like a Scientist – Part 4


Before coming to lab, you should read through this entire handout

Written by Stephen Burnett, 2009, Clayton State University, Morrow, GA.  Do not copy or use this document without permission.


Introduction

The final section of a scientific paper is the Discussion (or Conclusion) section.  In this section, you summarize past research, your results, and the implications for your hypothesis.  This is the section where you interpret the information that you have accumulated and possibly suggest future research that could/should be done.  This is the section in the paper where you have the most freedom to make speculation, but as we’ll see it is important that you keep your speculations within reason!
What do you do in a discussion section?
There is a variety of different things that you can do in the discussion section, depending on the results you have obtained.  You will want to check the writing handbook for greater detail, but here are some common items that are part of a discussion section:

1. Summarize and interpret your results

a. This includes pointing out any “problems” with your data, such as errors in your experimental design, problems with equipment, etc.  However, you do not want this section to sound “whiny” so you should focus on important issues, but not feel the need to list every single potential problem.  You also shouldn’t make up errors for which you have no evidence.
b. Most papers tend to focus on results that matched what was expected, but you should be careful to point out any unexpected results, because those are often more important in terms of your hypothesis.

2. Link your findings to research done by other scientists (either by pointing out how they are similar or pointing out how they are different).

3. Refer back to your original hypothesis and explain why you think the results did or did not support your hypothesis.

a. Note 1: we never prove things in an experiment, so stating that you did (or didn’t) prove your hypothesis is something you should not say.

b. Note 2: you can either support or not support a hypothesis – there is no such thing as “partially supporting” a hypothesis.  If your hypothesis predicted that you should see plants that are taller with more flowers, and your results indicate that you had more flowers only, then your hypothesis is not supported.  This is because your hypothesis predicted two things, so it is only supported if both of those things were shown by your evidence.

4. Point out new questions that you have developed in response to your results.  This can include modifications of your original hypothesis and propositions for new experiments in the future.  These questions should be linked to your results in some way – do not engage in speculation for which you have no evidence.
5. Because much of the discussion section is going to be speculating on items for which you do not have complete knowledge (e.g., you often suspect that a particular piece of equipment was malfunctioning, but you cannot usually say that for certain) so a certain amount of the text will contain “weasel” words.  These are words that indicate uncertainty, such as “probably”, “likely”, “may”, etc.  You need to be careful and use such words with caution – too many weasel words and your discussion section is of little use to the reader!

6. You also need to avoid going overboard with all the material you could discuss – stay focused on your original question and the results you obtained.  It’s important to ask yourself if the information you are providing is really useful/meaningful in the context of your research.
Assignment

Use the information in this handout to complete the results worksheet for the lab.  This assignment will be due next week in lab.

Objectives


Upon completion of this exercise, you will be able to:


Properly read or write a discussion section for a scientific paper.
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