Things to Remember When Writing!

Psychology and Human Services Program

These are issues that I have often had to address in grading papers.  In fact, I have had to address them so often that, in many cases, I will make comments on your papers simply by referencing the correct number on this sheet.  (E.g., if I circle a section of your paper and write “See # 3”, this means that you have written a run-on sentence.)  I hope this will encourage you to read this information and use it to dramatically improve your paper grade by avoiding these common mistakes.
Criterion 3:  Organization

Using Quotes

1. Quotes, when used, should be integrated into your writing.  They should not feel as if they were “tacked-on” as an afterthought.
a. Many people overuse quotes in the writing.  Try to put the information into your own words when possible, and definitely don’t use long quotes (40 or more words), except as a rarity.
b. When you do use someone else’s words, however, you must quote!  You cannot take an entire sentence from a book, change the order of some of the words, and call those your words.  Even if you use a short phrase that came directly from a source, you must quote whatever portion of the writing is someone else’s words.
c. Quotes should generally not stand alone as their own sentence.  Integrating the quote into your writing means that you must explain how this quote relates to the sentences surrounding it.  
· Correct: This is a common criticism of existential therapy.  As Corey (2001) notes, existential therapy “lacks a systematic statement of the principles” that are actually used to achieve change (p. 162).  

Criterion 4: Format

APA Format

2. Just as with MLA format, in APA format, you must give credit to any source from which you get information, even if you are putting that information in your own words.  You must put a citation that credits the author in the body of the paper, and you must put a reference list at the end of the paper that lists all the sources you used.  If you don’t include a reference page at the end of your paper, or if you don’t cite in the body of your paper, you have committed plagiarism, because you have gotten information from sources and not included citations and references!!
a. Citations are done using author and year.  For example: (Berger, 2001).  The punctuation, be it a period, a comma, or anything else, follows the citation.

b. If you are quoting, you also include the page number.  For example:  “quoted material. . .” (Berger, 2001, p. 250).  Punctuation still follows the citation, although the quotation marks directly follow the actual quoted material.

c. In APA format, it is generally unnecessary (and often results in a poorly written sentence) to introduce cited material by using phrases such as “A book called An Example, says that” or “An article in the Journal of Psychotherapy says this.”  Citations with the authors’ last names are used to point the reader to your reference, where they are able to find out the name and source of the article or book you used.  So for the most part, just use your citations!

· Incorrect: There was an article in one journal that said that therapy and medication are most effective in treating depression. (Morgan, 2004).

· Correct: Some studies suggest that the combination of therapy and medication is most effective for the treatment of depression (Morgan, 2004).

· Correct: Morgan (2004) found that the combination of therapy and medication is most effective for the treatment of depression.
d. Your reference page should have the word References (NOT Works Cited) at the top of the page, with no bold, no italics, and no quotations around it.  Your references are then listed in alphabetical order by the author’s last name. 
e. On the reference page, all references are double-spaced throughout, with no additional spaces between references.
f. Never put anything on your reference page that you did not cite in the body of the paper.  If you looked at a book, but didn’t actually use information from it in writing your paper, you do not put it on the reference page.
Criterion 6: Sentence Structure

Run-On Sentences
3. Beware the run-on sentence!   This means that you have numerous clauses within one sentence, separated only by commas.  A related problem is a comma splice, where two independent sentences are separated by only a comma.

· Incorrect: Psychology is an interesting field, and one that many people enter, but they often don’t know what they are going to do once they get their degree, which may take them many years to get.  

In this example, many clauses are separated by commas.  Instead, they should be made into more than one sentence.

· Incorrect: This test is going to be hard, you better start studying.  

Instead of a comma, either a period or a semi-colon should have been used.

Incomplete Sentences

4. Make sure that each of your sentences can stand on its own as a sentence.  Read each sentence aloud—if it does not have a basic sentence structure (subject and verb of some sort), then it is probably not a complete sentence.

· Incorrect:  Divorce causes many problems.  Including what it does to children.

The first sentence can stand on its own, but the second only makes sense when following the first sentence.  Therefore, the second sentence is incomplete, and should be connected to the first sentence.

· Correct:  Divorce causes many problems, including what it does to children.

However
5. People often use this incorrectly.  If the word is joining two independent clauses, you must use a semicolon, not a comma.  
· Incorrect: There is little that can be done about divorce, however, we should keep trying to address the problem.


In this example, there should be a semicolon (or period) between divorce and however, because the word however is beginning a new sentence.

· Correct:  I want to know my parents better; however, I find it difficult to improve our relationship.


Note the semicolon when the word however is beginning a new sentence.

· Correct: There is little that can be done about divorce.  We should, however, keep trying to address the problem.

The word however can also be embedded in the middle of a new sentence and set off with commas.
Which vs. That
6.
The issue of when to use the word which and when to use that is addressed in the APA Style Manual.  The word which is only used when it introduces a new clause, and therefore is set off with commas.  Otherwise, the word that is used.

· Incorrect: There is little which can be done about divorce.

Clauses after the word that are essential to the sentence.  Clauses after the word which simply add more information to the sentence—the sentence could do without the clause following the word which.  Thus, clauses after the word which are often set off with commas.

· Correct:  There is little that can be done about divorce. 
The phrase “can be done about divorce” is essential to the sentence.

· Correct:  This belief, which is very common in this country, profoundly influences the rate of drug use.  
The phrase “is very common in this country” adds additional information.  However, even if the phrase were removed, the sentence would still make sense.

Criterion 7: Style

Avoid Unnecessary Words

7. Contrary to what seems to be popular belief, there is no need to write 20 words when 5 words will suffice.

a. Avoid introducing sentences with phrases like, “It is well known that” or “It is my opinion that.”  Just start the sentence with what you want to say!
b. Don’t write things such as “for the purpose of” when you can simply say “for,” or “due to the fact that” when you can say “because.”

Tone

8. In any kind of paper that is written for a class, your tone should not be a casual one.

a. Therefore, avoid the use of slang, numerous contractions, and an overly “chatty” presentation.  
b. Also, remember that you should write a paper as if you are talking to someone who knows very little about your topic.  Don’t use psychological terms and definitions without explaining what they mean.
· Incorrect: The guy I interviewed was kind of grumpy.
· Correct: The man I interviewed appeared to be in a bad mood during our conversation.

Words and Phrases that are Commonly Misused

9. There are some phrases that people may hear or use in everyday conversation that they phrase incorrectly when writing a paper.

Correct:  in this day and age


Incorrect:  in this day an age
Correct:  nowadays



Incorrect:  now a days, now on days
Correct:  means to an end


Incorrect:  means to and end
Correct:  nip it in the bud


Incorrect:  nip it in the butt (
Correct:  for all intents and purposes
 
Incorrect:  for all intensive purposes
Correct:  anyway



Incorrect:  anyways

Correct:  ponder over, or “Ponder this. . .”
Incorrect:  ponder on
Correct:  supposed to



Incorrect:  suppose to

Correct: definitely



Incorrect:  defiantly

Correct:  ever since



Incorrect:  every since
Correct:  “adolescents are people who…”
Incorrect:  “adolescents is a time when”

Correct:  “adolescence is a time in life…”
Incorrect:  “adolescence are people who”

Correct:  it affected me (affect usu. a verb)
Incorrect:  the affect of this choice was . . .
(the only exception is that the word “affect” can be used as a noun meaning “emotion or feeling”; in this case, the accent is on the first syllable when pronouncing the word)

Correct:  the effect of (effect usu. a noun)
Incorrect:  it effected me

(the only exception to this is that the word “effect” can be used as a noun meaning “to bring about,” as in the sentence Only the Congress could effect such a change).
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