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Today’s goals
We have a bunch of things we tried, some of them worked, 
some of them didn’t — how do we write a paper about 
this?

Introducing the concept of model papers and how to use them

How do I pick projects to work on, going forward?
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Writing A Paper



How do we get here?



The common misunderstanding

OK, time 
to write.

work
work
work
coffee
work
work
imposter syndrome
work

Why is this a 
misunderstanding?

Research papers are complex documents, with too many degrees of freedom 
to “just write”. Being strategic will save time and avoid dead ends.



…so what do we do instead?



There are many genres
Even within areas, there exist many different genres of paper. Each 
genre is typically built around the claim you are making, and implies 
a structure to the sections and to the writing. For example:
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We solve a problem: 
articulate the problem, 
explain what causes that 
problem and what others 
have done to deal with it, 
detail your approach, and 
prove that you make 
progress on the problem

We measure an outcome: 
explain that nobody has 
bothered understanding 
how a phenomenon 
behaves, explain how to 
create a study that sheds 
light, and report the 
outcomes of it

We introduce a technique: 
articulate a problem as 
above, but focus the 
narrative on the technique 
you’ve created, since it will 
generalize



Genres imply structure
Common “We Solve A Problem” structure:

Introduction: overview and thesis

Related Work: situate your contribution relative to prior research

Approach: describe your approach and important implementation details

Evaluation: test whether your approach succeeds at its stated goals

Method

Results

Discussion: reflect on limitations, implications, and future work

Conclusion: summarize and restate your contribution

But, this will vary
by area!



“Which genre is our project?”
You can often derive the appropriate genre in the same way 
that you derived the evaluation — what is the thesis and 
claim that you are supporting?

But this may be challenging until you’ve read a large 
number of papers. So instead…
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Model papers
A model paper is a paper that you can use as a model or template for 
constructing your paper.

You should be able to structure your paper in the same way as your 
model paper

Follow its general flow of argument in the introduction

Use similar section and subsection heading organization

Create figures, tables, and graphs that fulfill the same function as theirs

Apply the same general proportions, e.g., number of pages per section
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Selecting your model paper
Model paper != nearest neighbor paper

The model paper should be a paper that makes the same type of 
argument as yours. It should be in the same genre as you seek.

Often the nearest neighbor paper will make a similar form of argument, but not 
necessarily

Often the nearest neighbor paper will be a well-written paper,
but not necessarily

Find your model paper and share it with your TA for a thumbs up before 
writing.
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From model to paper
Start by reverse-outlining the model paper. 

How does it structure its argument into sections?

What is the main expository goal of each section? What is its 
sub-thesis?

What role does each figure play?
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From model to paper
Next, build a mapping from their outline to yours.
Translate each section and sub-section heading into what the 
equivalent heading is for you

Translate each sub-thesis into what the equivalent sub-thesis is for 
you

Translate each figure into what the equivalent figure is for you
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What if it doesn’t quite fit?
Model papers should be templates, not straightjackets. You will 
probably need to adapt your mapping slightly from what your 
model paper does.

e.g., you require a slightly different evaluation structure or visualization than 
them

e.g., you’re drawing on a different literature than them, and need to explain 
something that they didn’t

You can play with the genre — just don’t discard the genre. Check 
with your TA for any substantial changes that you want to make.
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Assignment 5: draft paper
Work together with your team to write a draft paper. This should be a 
complete draft in the template format of your research, and include 
reviewable drafts of every section.

“Can we include text we already wrote?” Absolutely! + tweaks

“Do we need the results of our evaluation?” Yes, but you can continue to update your 
results through the final deadline.

“What if our project doesn’t work out?” Still write up the report. Negative results can be 
valuable. Unpack in Discussion what it was about your idea or assumptions that wasn’t 
borne out.

After this, Assignment 6 will be a draft talk.
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Picking Projects



Where do research ideas come from?



A common mindset: riffing
Ye Olde Riffing Recipe, let the researcher cook:

Read a bunch of papers

Pick a paper you really like

Ask yourself: how could I extend this to another domain, or make progress on 
one of its challenging assumptions, or otherwise extend it?

This is a process for generating a one-paper bit flip
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Riffing is often a good 
starting point for a first 
independent project

It places focus on execution, and gives you most of the 
inputs, outputs, and constraints—the assumptions—up 
front
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Even for experienced researchers

Lots of work on 
task-centric workspaces
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MSB: “But tasks can have fuzzy 
boundaries!”

MSB (Michael Bernstein)



What are the risks here?
It’s not clear that all bit flips 
are worthwhile.
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“Salami Science”: possibility of 
incremental work when we 
don’t view the field’s 
assumptions broadly

A  misappropriated quote: "Your scientists were so 
preoccupied with whether or not they could that they 
didn't stop to think if they should.”



What we mean when we 
say “incremental”
Research and science are not neutral: they embed values

Incrementally is a push back against minor adjustments to 
models that don’t build substantial theory

2
4



What we mean when we 
say science isn’t neutral
Science and Technology Studies (STS) establishes that what counts as a 
contribution, or as major vs. incremental, or even what counts as Computer 
Science, is socially constructed by elites in the field.

Not so long ago, HCI and Ethics were not seen as legitimate CS

Also not so long ago, CS itself was not seen as a legitimate field

Objection to creating a CS department at Stanford, via Leo Guibas: 
“We don’t have a department of Refrigerator Science!”

Thanks to Jingyi Li!



So what should we do 
instead of only riffing 
on papers?



Desert Metaphor
Is this a big rock?

Do I have an angle on it?
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“If you want to have a 
good idea, you must 
have many ideas.”

– Nobel Prize winning chemist Linus Pauling



“If you want to have a 
good idea, you must 
have many ideas.”

2· 𝜎 = 95% of samples
3· 𝜎 = 99.7% of samples



Some Strategies 
and Stories



Rage-based research
When a pattern or underlying assumption in the field starts 
to dig at you until you decide to prove that it’s wrong.
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When new tools reopen 
old problems
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When you see a new north star
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When you see a new north star
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Pulling the thread on a weird result
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Playing a hunch: “Hey, 
would it be possible to…”



Pulling the thread on a weird result



Which approach do I apply?
This is a skill you develop through mentorship — it’s highly 
contingent, and depends on the problem and solution 
space that you’re navigating.

My suggestion: try on different hats around the problems 
you’re interested in, and see what works. 



One final note:
people >> projects
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