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The structure of scientific research articles5.6

In this activity, students examine the structure of scientific research articles highlighting the 
differences between review papers and scientific reports.

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

formulate criteria for evaluating written work•	

carry out self-assessment of their own work•	

formulate suggestions for improvements to the •	
work.

Time required
Allow 40 minutes.

Outline of the activity
1  Start with the slides to explain the purposes of 
research papers and review articles. 

2  Place the students in pairs or small groups. Issue 
your chosen paper, and display the slide titled 
‘Structure of a research paper’, which outlines the 
first activities the students need to complete. This 
is also covered in the briefing sheet. You could issue 
the paper after getting students to think about the 
structure of a research paper.

3  Use the slides to look at the correct order for the 
different sections, and discuss the contents of the 
different sections.

4  Ask students if they spotted anything unusual 
in the structure of the paper they are looking at. 
Discuss any points that arise.

5  Show the students examples of different types of 
scientific articles, either as paper copies or using a 
data projector. As a group, highlight differences in 
structure between the types of article. Finally, draw 
out common features of scientific articles. 

6  Ask the students why they think that scientific 
articles are generally written with similar 
structures.

1 of 1

Tips and strategies
Point out that students are not 
expected to understand the content 
of the papers. They have been selected 
because of their relevance to A-level 
specifications and more able students may 
be able to read them comfortably. However, 
the papers are beyond average A-level 
students – this is an exercise in reading and 
comprehension.

Not all papers will have each section labelled 
explicitly (e.g. ‘Conclusion’ may not be shown 
as a sub-heading, but concluding remarks 
can normally be found at the end of the 
discussion). Different journals have different 
requirements, which may account for some of 
the inconsistencies. 

Explain that students will learn more about 
the different sections of research papers and 
reviews when they complete subsequent tasks 
in Skill Area 5.

You may choose to issue different papers to 
different pairs / groups. A follow up activity 
could be for one member of each pair or group 
to swap with another so they can compare 
their findings and identify differences in the 
structure of different papers.

When looking at the differences between 
review articles and research papers, it should 
be pointed out that review articles generally 
do not have ‘results and discussion’ or 
‘experimental procedures’ sections. They also 
tend by nature to have far more extensive 
bibliographies.
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