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How to write an essay-report of experimental work 
in humanities computing

A.
Introduction

Humanities computing is not an experimental science in the usual meaning of that term, but humanities research that involves computing does share some characteristics with scientific work. In particular, because computing foregrounds method – how you get the results you get – you must pay close attention to recording and reporting on what happens during your work. Obviously not everything that happens is worth mentioning, and particular lines of investigation that do not in the end lead you anywhere useful may be very briefly summarized. But your focus should be on the process of investigation, and this should be clearly represented in your written submission.

Here this submission is called an “essay-report” because the form of it draws on both the conventional essay in the humanities and on the laboratory report in the sciences. 

It is extremely important to understand the need for a clear, logically developed and well structured essay-report. Work in the humanities has no value to anyone other than yourself until it can be communicated, and experience suggests that until you get your ideas into written form, they will likely be poorly developed and so of little value to you.

B.
Parts of the essay-report

A good essay-report begins with a clear structure. The following is a brief summary of the necessary parts.

1. Introduction: Include a statement of the problem to be investigated, why the problem is interesting to you and should be to an intelligent reader unfamiliar with it, what overall method or methods you used (e.g. KWIC concording, inspection of word-frequency lists, analysis of collocations) and what you expected to find. (The last item is important to note down, since it shows the value of the investigation, which will either confirm your expectations or surprise you.) You should also summarize all the knowledge about the material you analyze that you regard as relevant to the investigation. You should state the assumptions you are making insofar as this is possible.

2. Methods and materials: This section tells the reader how and with what the work was done. You should try to strike a balance between an over-detailed description of even the most trivial items and a very sketchy statement that provides insufficient information. The important guideline is that another person of similar training and ability, following your description, should get the same results. Note that this section should be written as a description of what you did, not as a set of instructions. 

In this section you describe how you applied the general methods identified in the previous section, in what sequence and what happened as a result. You should briefly note unsuccessful avenues of approach, with reasons or suspicions why they did not work if you can. Similarly, you should note possibilities for further work you regard as interesting but not essential to the investigation you have undertaken.

3. Results: In this section you should describe your important qualitative and quantitative observations. Wherever samples or listings of the data would be effective in communicating these results, you should give them in tabular form if that is the most straightforward way of presenting them. If a graph or chart would be best, supply it. But tables and graphs of data should always be interpreted. The facts (if that is what they are) never or rarely speak for themselves, at least not clearly. 

All graphs and tables should be numbered and provided with a title. Additional information which makes the data more comprehensible should be provided as needed.

4. Discussion: This section, which is the most like a conventional essay, is where you discuss and interpret your results and say what you think their significance is for the problem you undertook to investigate. Here you may address questions such as, “why did I not find what I was expecting to find?” To establish the significance of the work, you require an argument, which leads the reader from the listing of results to the conclusions you draw in the next section. 

5. Conclusions: The conclusion is where you relate your work to the wider world and where you may speculate further. Since it is the last part to be read, its function is to give the reader one or more valuable insights to carry away and perhaps apply elsewhere. 

6. References: Some papers have no references, others have many. There is not correct number of references, but there is a correct philosophy of reference: any time you use a previously reported idea, result, method, etc., you must insert a citation. Every quotation must be denoted by quotation marks and given a citation. It is not acceptable simply to list a source in your bibliography if you use any significant number of words from it. Not to document your use of primary or secondary sources is, at best, an ethical violation and, at worst, plagiarism.

References are best at the end of the paper. 

The exact format of references does not matter as long as you supply all necessary information and are consistent throughout. In general if a citation is brief, put it in the body of the text, for example “(Hacking 1983: 24)”. If the citation is much longer or involves any comment from you, put it in a footnote. A suggested form for bibliographic entries is as follows:

Hacking, Ian. 1983. Representing and Intervening: Introductory topics in the philosophy of natural science. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ginzburg, Carlo. 1989. “Clues: Roots of an Evidential Paradigm”. In Clues, Myths and the Historical Method. Trans. John and Anne Tedeschi. Baltimore MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Minsky, Marvin. 1995. “Matter, Mind, and Models”. http://web.media.mit.edu/~minsky/papers/MatterMindModels.html (21/11/04). Rev. version of the paper published in 1986, Semantic Information Processing (Cambridge MA: MIT Press), 425-32.

Note that for the online paper the URL and date of last sighting are given.

C. 
Form and style

An essay-report should be written with care using a word-processor. The writing should be done as soon as possible after completion of the work you describe. The actual recording of results and observations should be done in a notebook or printed out and put into it. Loose leafs are often the most convenient for printouts, but never write your observations on loose scraps of paper. It is almost always better to write down too much than too little.
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