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Module 2.  The Purpose of Technical Papers 
 
Reminder 
Before we get into our discussion of the purpose of technical papers, let me help put you in the 
right frame of mind for accepting this information.  Writing a technical paper is a combination of  
 1. following a conventional formula for technical papers and   
 2. invoking your own creativity/imagination.   
 
 One must find a balance between these two elements.  For young researchers, it is best to 
lean heavily toward the conventional formula.  A manuscript that adheres to the conventional 
formula is easily read by the readership of the journal and is also easily identified as a 
manuscript suitable for a given journal by the journal editor and reviewers assigned to the 
manuscript.  That said, one must not adhere robotically to the formula as it is outlined in this 
course.  Each paper is unique.  If there is a legitimate reason to deviate from the formula, then 
one may do so.  However, it is important to consider the consequences of any such deviation in 
terms of the willingness of the editor to accept the paper, the willingness of reviewers to 
recommend the paper for publication and the willingness of the journal readership to read and 
cite the article. 
 
 While a young researcher may consider himself or herself the next William Shakespeare, a 
technical paper is not the appropriate avenue to showcase those talents.  One should be 
conservative in the style of writing and adhere to the conventions of the journal as much as 
possible.  While the student may feel that this suggestion smothers or at least restrains their 
creative impulse, it is nevertheless good advice. 
  
Purpose 
Every technical paper has a primary purpose.  This purpose is the objective of the work.  It is the 
single most important message that a reader of the article should come away with.  Some 
technical papers also have secondary and perhaps tertiary purposes.  Every paper must have a 
primary purpose.  The primary purpose must be easily identifiable.   
 
Location of the Purpose 
The purpose of the technical paper must be located in three places within the manuscript: 
 1.  the beginning of the abstract 
 2.  the end of the introduction 
 3.  the beginning of the conclusion 
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 The purpose must be located within the abstract because many potential readers will only 
read the abstract to determine if the rest of the paper is worth pursuing.  Therefore the abstract is 
an advertisement for the rest of the paper.  It is essential that at the beginning of the abstract, the 
purpose of the paper be stated. 
 
 The purpose must also be located in the introduction.  The introduction has several purposes 
as we shall see, but one of them is motivating the need for the current work to be published.  As 
the introduction draws to an end, one has presumably made the point that there is a gap of 
ignorance, which can only be eliminated by further research.  One then includes a statement of 
the purpose of the paper to demonstrate that the work within the manuscript in hand is just the 
research needed to remedy this gap of ignorance. 
 
 The purpose must also be located in the conclusion.  The conclusion has several purposes as 
we shall see, but, after the abstract, it is the most important text in the manuscript.  Many readers 
will jump straight from the abstract, peruse a few plots in the manuscript, and then head to the 
conclusions.  Therefore, the conclusions should contain a summary of the work that was done 
and its results.  In the summary of the work that was done, the purpose of the manuscript must be 
restated. 
 
Example #1.  A Theoretical Paper 
In this course, each student has a study article that they will analyze over the course of the 
semester.  The instructor will present two study articles, one that describes theoretical research 
and the second that describes experimental research.  The theoretical paper that we will dissect 
this semester is  
   
Wang, Q., Keffer, D.J., Nicholson, D.M., Thomas, J.B., “Use of the Ornstein-Zernike Percus-
Yevick Equation to Extract Interaction Potentials from Pair Correlation Functions”, Phys. Rev. E 
81(6) 2010 article # 061204. 
 
 We do not suggest that this particular paper is exemplary in any particular way.  We shall 
study it according to the criteria that we put forward in this course and identify both its strengths 
and its shortcomings.  Presumably, it has most of the necessary qualities since it has already 
passed the peer-review process and been published.   
 
 On the course website, an annotated copy of this manuscript has been posted.   This file is 
titled example01_module02.pdf.  The student should download that file.  One will see that three 
sections of text have been highlighted, representing three placed in the manuscript where the 
purpose of the paper has been included.  The first appearance of the statement of purpose is at 
the beginning of the abstract.  The second appearance of the statement of purpose is at the end of 
the introduction.  The third appearance is at the beginning of the conclusions.   
 
 The statement of purpose in the abstract and the conclusions is short—a succinct, one-
sentence statement.  The statement of purpose in the introduction is a bit longer and has been 
restated to flow smoothly from the motivation for research that preceded it.   
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Example #2.  An Experimental Paper 
The second example study paper is an experimental paper, 
 
Liu,  H.N., Qing, B.J., Ye, X.S., Li Q., Lee, K.T., Wu, Z.J., “Boron adsorption by composite 
magnetic particles”, Chemical Engineering Journal, 151(1-3) 2009 pp. 235-240.  
 
 On the course website, an annotated copy of this manuscript has been posted.   This file is 
titled example02_module02.pdf.  The student should download that file.  One will see that three 
sections of text have been highlighted, representing three placed in the manuscript where the 
purpose of the paper has been included.  The first appearance of the statement of purpose is at 
the beginning of the abstract.  The second appearance of the statement of purpose is at the end of 
the introduction.  The third appearance is at the beginning of the conclusions.   
 
 From these two examples, we see that there is a common formula for the placement of the 
statement of purpose in a technical paper.  It is not always a verbatim restatement each time.  In 
the introduction, the purpose is presented as a natural response to a gap in knowledge.  In the 
conclusions, it is presented as part of the summary of the work done.  Nevertheless, the purpose 
is clearly stated in three places.  In the article that you will write during the course of this 
semester, you should make sure that the statement of purpose appears in these same three places. 
 
BREAK 
 
Study Articles 
 
1.  Establish Partners 
2.  Share your identification of the purpose of your study article with your partner.  Work with 
partner to make sure that you have identified the correct purpose.  
3.  Go through your study article.  Locate the three appearances of the statement of purpose. 
4.  Again, show these three appearances of the statement of purpose to the review partner and get 
his/her agreement or advice. 
5.  Some students will present their results to the class using the electronic copy of their study 
article. 


