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Research papers are often based on copious amounts of data that can be summarized
and easily read through tables and graphs. When writing a research paper, it is
important for data to be presented to the reader in a visually appealing way. The data in
figures and tables, however, should not be a repetition of the data found in the text.
There are many ways of presenting data in tables and figures, governed by a few simple
rules. An APA research paper and MLA research paper both require tables and figures,
but the rules around them are different. When writing a research paper, the importance
of tables and figures cannot be underestimated. How do you know if you need a table or
figure? The rule of thumb is that if you cannot present your data in one or two
sentences, then you need a table.

Using Tables

Tables are easily created using programs such as Excel. Tables and figures in scientific
papers are wonderful ways of presenting data. Effective data presentation in research
papers requires understanding your reader and the elements that comprise a table.
Tables have several elements, including the legend, column titles, and body. As with
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academic writing, it is also just as important to structure tables so that readers can
easily understand them. Tables that are disorganized or otherwise confusing will make
the reader lose interest in your work.

Title: Tables should have a clear, descriptive title, which functions as the “topic
sentence” of the table. The titles can be lengthy or short, depending on the
discipline.
Column Titles: The goal of these title headings is to simplify the table. The reader’s
attention moves from the title to the column title sequentially. A good set of column
titles will allow the reader to quickly grasp what the table is about.
Table Body: This is the main area of the table where numerical or textual data is
located. Construct your table so that elements read from up to down, and not
across.

Related: Done organizing your research data effectively in tables? Check
out this post on tips for citing tables in your manuscript now!

The placement of figures and tables should be at the center of the page. It should be
properly referenced and ordered in the number that it appears in the text. In addition,
tables should be set apart from the text. Text wrapping should not be used. Sometimes,
tables and figures are presented after the references in selected journals.

Using Figures

Figures can take many forms, such as bar graphs, frequency histograms, scatterplots,
drawings, maps, etc. When using figures in a research paper, always think of your
reader. What is the easiest figure for your reader to understand? How can you present
the data in the simplest and most effective way? For instance, a photograph may be the
best choice if you want your reader to understand spatial relationships.

Figure Captions: Figures should be numbered and have descriptive titles or
captions. The captions should be succinct enough to understand at the first
glance. Captions are placed under the figure and are left justified.
Image: Choose an image that is simple and easily understandable. Consider the
size, resolution, and the image’s overall visual attractiveness.
Additional Information: Illustrations in manuscripts are numbered separately from
tables. Include any information that the reader needs to understand your figure,
such as legends.
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Common Errors in Research Papers

Effective data presentation in research papers requires understanding the common
errors that make data presentation ineffective. These common mistakes include using
the wrong type of figure for the data. For instance, using a scatterplot instead of a bar
graph for showing levels of hydration is a mistake. Another common mistake is that
some authors tend to italicize the table number. Remember, only the table title should
be italicized.  Another common mistake is failing to attribute the table. If the table/figure
is from another source, simply put “Note. Adapted from…” underneath the table. This
should help avoid any issues with plagiarism.

Using tables and figures in research papers is essential for the paper’s readability. The
reader is given a chance to understand data through visual content. When writing a
research paper, these elements should be considered as part of good research writing.
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APA research papers, MLA research papers, and other manuscripts require visual
content if the data is too complex or voluminous. The importance of tables and graphs is
underscored by the main purpose of writing, and that is to be understood.
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