
 

Tutorial at the Japanese Association for NLP 2015

1

How to Read/Write an International Conference Paper

How to Read/Write an
International Conference Paper

Graham Neubig
Nara Institute of Science and Technology (NAIST)

2015-3-16



  2

How to Read/Write an International Conference Paper

Tutorial at the Japanese Association for NLP 2015

Why do we Write?
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COLING2014 @ IrelandEACL2014 @ Sweden

EMNLP2014 @ Qatar IWSLT/SLT2014 @ USA
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Where do we Submit?

1) Top international conferences

2) Workshops affiliated with top conferences

3) Others

For your first paper,
don't worry too much.

If you want many people to read your paper:
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Google 
Scholar

CORE
Score

ACL
Association for Computational Linguistics

62 A+

EMNLP
Empirical Methods in Natural Language Processing

53 A

NAACL
North American Chapter of the Association for Computational Linguistics

48 A

COLING
International Conference on Computational Linguistics

31 A

EACL
European Chapter of the Association for Computational Linguistics

30 A

IJCNLP
International Joint Conference on Natural Language Processing

15 B

This is what you're up against...

 Rate

26%

27%

30%

36%

31%

22%



  8

How to Read/Write an International Conference Paper

Tutorial at the Japanese Association for NLP 2015

However...

● There's no way I could do it...

You'll never know if you don't try. Go for it!
● No-one will appreciate this work...

That's for the reviewers to decide. Go for it!
● My work is not done. I want to finish it first...

There is no “finished” research. Go for it!

But when you do go for it,
do it with the best paper possible!
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Outline

● What is a “good” paper?
● The paper writing process
● Survey
● Paper structure, and each section
● Proofreading
● Basic English for research papers
● After acceptance
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What is a “good” 
paper?



  11

How to Read/Write an International Conference Paper

Tutorial at the Japanese Association for NLP 2015

Definitions of Good Papers

● A paper that influences many people
● A paper that reviewers like

These are not equal!

“When you try to do something new, your paper will
often get rejected. In fact, many of my papers that
have won prizes have been rejected at some point.”

--An Anonymous Professor
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Review Categories

● Clarity: Is it easy to understand?

● Novelty: Is it new?

● Meaningful Comparison: Does it compare well with 
previous work?

● Reliability: Are equations and experiments correct?

● Impact: Will it make a big difference in the field?

● Replicability: Could others replicate the experiments?

● Overall Evaluation: What did you think?

In the end, this is what matters.
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What Decides Overall Evaluation?

Was it convincing?

Could you tell your story?
(The problem, the solution)
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The Paper Writing 
Process
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The Standard Process

Images: Wikimedia Pictofigo, flickr HackNY.org, flickr Reinis Ivanovs 

Idea ExperimentsSurvey Writing
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The “Write the Paper First” Process

Images: Wikimedia Pictofigo, flickr HackNY.org, flickr Reinis Ivanovs 

Idea

Experiments

Survey

Writing
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The “I Just Can't Wait!” Process

Images: Wikimedia Pictofigo, flickr HackNY.org, flickr Reinis Ivanovs 

Idea

Survey

Writing

Experiments
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Survey
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How Many Papers should I Read?

Quiz:
How many papers are must be read for a 
good survey?

a) 10       b) 30    c) 100       d) 300    e) 1000

Not Enough Good Better! Better! Better!
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The Survey Process

● Keyword search
● Find older/newer papers
● Read the abstract/intro
● Read details of the most related 
papers
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Sources of Papers in
 Natural Language Processing

ACL Anthology

Google Scholar

http://www.aclweb.org/anthology/

http://scholar.google.com/
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ACL Anthology
● Covers most prestigious conferences/journals in NLP

● Start with past 5 years of ACL, NAACL, EMNLP, TACL
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Google ScholarSearch

# of Citations Get PDFsYears
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Finding Newer Papers
● Click “Cited By ...” in Google Scholar

Gives a list of
citing papers
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Finding Older Papers
● Simply look at the “References” section
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Keys to Reading Lots of English

● Measure your reading speed
● Don't get stuck on one paper [1]
● Explain the papers to others [1]
● Write a summary when finished

[1] http://d.hatena.ne.jp/syou6162/20101207/1291672110
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Paper Structure
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3 Major Paper Structures

Intro

Related Work

The Problem

Proposed
Method

Experiments

Conclusion

Intro

Related Work

The Problem

Proposed
Method

Experiments

Conclusion

Intro
+

Related Work

The Problem

Proposed
Method

Experiments

Conclusion

Will explain this time

% of Papers
at ACL: 45% 35% 15%
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Abstract (¼  page)
Intro (1 page)

The Problem (1~2 pages)

Proposed Method (2~5 pages)

Experiments (1~3 pages)

Related Work (½ page)
Conclusion (½ page)
References (1~2 pages)
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Typical Abstract

● Four sentences:

1) What is the problem?

2) Overview of the proposed method

3) Merits/details of the proposed method

4) Experimental results
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Purpose of the Abstract
● Two main purposes:

● Concisely describe the paper content
● Decide the reviewers

Title/Keyword/Abstract Format Want to Review?
Image: softconf.com
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Example of an Abstract
● Annotation errors can significantly hurt classifier 

performance, yet datasets are only growing noisier 
[…].

● In this paper, we present a robust extension of logistic 
regression that incorporates the possibility of 
mislabelling directly into the objective.

● This model can be trained through nearly the same 
means as logistic regression, and retains its efficiency 
on high-dimensional datasets.

● We conduct experiments on named entity recognition 
data and find that our approach can provide a 
significant improvement over the standard model when 
annotation errors are present.

[Tibshirani+ 14]
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Abstract (¼  page)
Intro (1 page)

The Problem (1~2 pages)

Proposed Method (2~5 pages)

Experiments (1~3 pages)

Related Work (½ page)
Conclusion (½ page)
References (1~2 pages)
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Introduction

1) Tell your story
2) Explain your contributions
That's it.
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Telling your Story

● What is the problem we will solve?
● Why is the problem interesting?
● Why can't we solve it?

(With the closest previous research?)
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Explaining your Contributions

● What is your solution to the problem?
● Why is the solution exciting?
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Dos and Don'ts

● Don'ts
● “In recent years ...”
● “The structure of this paper is …”

● Dos
● Make the differences clear
● Use figures
● Ask questions
● Make contributions clear
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“In recent years ...”
● In recent years, with the spread of the 

Web, massive amounts of text information 
have become available.

● In recent years, with our increasingly 
international society, the need to 
communicate with people of other cultures 
is more important than ever.

“Yeah, I know...”
(Just delete it and start from the next sentence)
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Make your Differences Clear

[Narayan+ 14]

...

...

[Li+ 14]

… departs from previous 
work in two ways:
First, …
Second, ...

Different from …, which 
only uses …, our 
approach can use ….
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Use Figures

[Pasupat+ 14]
[Liu+ 14]
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Ask Questions

[Xu+ 14] [Tan+ 14]

A question makes the reader want to
know the answer!

It is also a promise of an answer.
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Make your Contributions Clear

[Labutov+ 14]
[Bollegala+ 14]

Bullet points are effective.
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“The Structure of this Paper is ...”

The structure of the paper is as follows. First, in 
Section 2 we introduce the formulation of the problem. 
In Section 3, we introduce our proposed method. In 
Section 4, we describe our experiments, and 
summarize the results. In Section 5 we describe 
related work, and in Section 6 we state our 
conclusions and discuss future work.

We can guess what it
says without even reading!



  44

How to Read/Write an International Conference Paper

Tutorial at the Japanese Association for NLP 2015

Instead, References throughout the Intro

[Pighin+ 14]
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Abstract (¼  page)
Intro (1 page)

The Problem (1~2 pages)

Proposed Method (2~5 pages)

Experiments (1~3 pages)

Related Work (½ page)
Conclusion (½ page)
References (1~2 pages)
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No Need for Previous Research Yet

Images:
Flickr cristiano_betta,
CollegeDegrees360

Previous research
is complicated...

Previous research
can be long...
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Describing your Problem

● What kind of problem? (in detail)
● Formal explanation of the problem, 

using variables, etc.
● Don't explain the proposed 

method in this section.
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Explaining the Proposed Method

● Explain the intuition
 (most important!)

● Explain the details
(secondary)
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Describe the Problem with Examples!

[Neubig+ 12]
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Frequent Problems

● Explaining the details before the intuition
● Details cannot be understood without intuition

● Skipping the details
● Explain the details carefully with formulas/algorithms

● Not justifying the claims in the intro
● The claims in the intro are a promise, fulfill them!
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Abstract (¼  page)
Intro (1 page)

The Problem (1~2 pages)

Proposed Method (2~5 pages)

Experiments (1~3 pages)

Related Work (½ page)
Conclusion (½ page)
References (1~2 pages)
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The Role of the Evaluation

1)  Back up the claims with empirical 
evidence.

2)  Compare other methods with the 
proposed method.

Many papers slack on 2)

But slacking on 2) can be dangerous!
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Easy/Hard to Understand Evaluations
Easy to Understand Hard to Understand

Evaluate on standard data
(e.g. Penn Treebank, WMT)

Use your own data. Especially if 
not made public.

Use a standard evaluation 
measure (e.g. BLEU, ROUGE)

Invent your own evaluation 
measure.

Use recent research as a baseline 
and get better accuracy.

No comparison, or no statistically 
significant gain.

But, “Hard to Understand” does not
necessarily mean “Bad.”

If the research has value, do it.
(But be prepared for criticism...)
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Detailed Experimental Results
● Ablation tests: Remove one feature of your method at 

a time and measure the accuracy decrease.

● Examples
● Better if you can show that examples are not flukes

[Hashimoto+ 14]
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Abstract (¼  page)
Intro (1 page)

The Problem (1~2 pages)

Proposed Method (2~5 pages)

Experiments (1~3 pages)

Related Work (½ page)
Conclusion (½ page)
References (1~2 pages)



  56

How to Read/Write an International Conference Paper

Tutorial at the Japanese Association for NLP 2015

Role of the Related Work Section

1) Increase readers' understanding

2) Describe this paper's differences

A B C
Previous ○ × ×
Proposed ○ ○ ○
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If a Highly Related Work is not Covered

If you didn't know:
→ Indicates incomplete understanding

If you knew:
→ Indicates intentionally hiding 

Both are major problems, and
can influence acceptance/rejection
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No need to attack!

We follow in the footsteps of Smith et al. (2015),
further expanding their model to allow the incorporation
of not only syntactic, but also semantic information.

Smith et al. (2015) has the serious disadvantage of not
incorporating semantic context, which is known to be
essential for this task.

Dr. Smith will probably read this paper!

Attacking

Not Attacking
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Abstract (¼  page)
Intro (1 page)

The Problem (1~2 pages)

Proposed Method (2~5 pages)

Experiments (1~3 pages)

Related Work (½ page)
Conclusion (½ page)
References (1~2 pages)
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Conclusion

● Approx. 3 sentences about the problem, 
the proposed method, and the results

● Future work
● Acknowledge incomplete parts of the work
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Abstract (¼  page)
Intro (1 page)

The Problem (1~2 pages)

Proposed Method (2~5 pages)

Experiments (1~3 pages)

Related Work (½ page)
Conclusion (½ page)
References (1~2 pages)
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Common Problems with References

● Reference is missing

 

● Use of initials, full names 
for authors is not consistent

 

● Lower-case proper names

● Venue is missing

● Venue names inconsistent
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Use BibTeX!

● Format of a BibTeX database:

● Sources of BibTeX files:

Bracket
proper names

Make venue names variables to
ensure consistency and allow switching
between full names/abbreviations

Google
Scholar

ACL
Anthology
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Proofreading
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Times Proofread, Mistakes, Reliability
Assume: 100 mistakes in
first draft
Assume: 1 proofreading
reduces mistakes by 2/3

Assume: For every mistake
reliability decreases 1/3

0 1 2 3 4 5 6
0

20
40
60
80

100
120

Number of Checks

M
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s

0 20 40 60 80 100
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R
e
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y
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0

0.5

1

Number of Checks

R
e
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y

Thus, the relationship
between proofreading
and reliability is:
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Who do we have Read the Paper?

●Ourselves
●Co-authors
●Other Researchers
●Reviewers
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When we Read Ourselves

● Find mistakes, contradictions
● Find typos, formatting mistakes
● Spell check, grammar check

Print on paper and read aloud!
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When we have Co-authors Read

● Essentially the same as when we read 
ourselves.

● Co-authors often have more experience.

Best to have a full first draft at least
two weeks before the deadline.
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When we have Other Researchers Read

● The opinion of someone unfamiliar with 
the research is essential!

● Typos and small points less important 
than “I didn't understand...”

Each person can only read for the
first time once!
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When Reviewers Read

● Decides whether the paper gets accepted
● But at the same time, often receive good 

advice!

The reviewers are donating their time!
Respect their advice, even if harsh.
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“This person isn't reading carefully... He/she
didn't understand...”
Edit so that the paper can be understood
with even a quick reading.

Respecting Others' Advice

This is quite difficult...

“Comments on minor points are missing the
forest for the trees...”
Sometimes minor points are important. Try
to cover all your bases.
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English Basics
for Papers
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The Very Basics

● Use spell-check

● Space punctuation correctly
● Need a space before: ( [ { 
● Need a space after: ) ] } : . , ! ?

● Be careful of capitals
● In the actual content, only capitalize person/place 

names. Methods should not be capitalized.
● In titles, capitalize content words, not function words.
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Customary Expressions for Papers

● a lot → many

● means → indicates

● really → very

● But, → However,

● Also, → In addition,

● So, → Thus,



  75

How to Read/Write an International Conference Paper

Tutorial at the Japanese Association for NLP 2015

Articles (the/a)

● Don't use
● Proper nouns such as person names
● Words that describe actions, ones ending in “...ion”
● Plural, unless it specifies a particular set of things

● Use
● Basically everything else. Don't forget.

● If you're not sure, check in a dictionary whether the 
noun is “countable” or not.
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Use Active Verbs

It can be seen that ... We can see that ...

In the next section, …
is described.

The next section
describes ….

It may be thought that
this will ….

You may think that this
will ...

Passive Active
A corpus was gathered
and a model was trained.

We gathered a corpus
and trained a model.
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After your Paper is
Accepted
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Paper != Influence

“It is easy to become a leader in a 
field. Just make a new field. It's 
much more difficult to find 
followers.”

Another Anonymous Professor
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Why is a Paper Influential?

● Content:
Presents or solves an important problem

● Presentation:
Publicize your work at conferences, 
online, etc.

● Ease of Use:
Provision of tools/data
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Elements of a Good Presentation

● Reduce the amount of text in slides
(Prepare a script if necessary)

● Put effort into the first several slides
(Like your intro, tell your story)

● Lots of practice
(If it's your first presentation, 50 times is 
not too much.)
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Releasing your Code/Data
Code Data

Released Others can test on 
their own data set.

Easy to replicate the 
results.

Not 
Released

Takes time to re-
implement. Not sure 
if the details are right.

Re-creating data is 
difficult to 
impossible.
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Project Pages

[Karpathy 14] [Grissom 14]
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Conclusion
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Take-home Messages

● Go for it!
● Tell your story
● Use figures/examples
● Have many people read your 

paper
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References
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Advice About Paper Writing

● Simon Peyton Jones: How to Write a Great Research 
Paper
http://research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/people/simonpj/papers/giving-a-talk/writing-a-paper-slides.pdf

● Graham Neubig: Paper style guide
http://phontron.com/paper-guide.php

http://research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/people/simonpj/papers/giving-a-talk/writing-a-paper-slides.pdf
http://phontron.com/paper-guide.php
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Paper Examples
● D. Bollegala, D. Weir, and J. Carroll. Learning to predict distributions of words across domains. 

In Proc. ACL, pages 613–623, 2014.
● C. Hashimoto, K. Torisawa, J. Kloetzer, M. Sano, I. Varga, J.-H. Oh, and Y. Kidawara. Toward 

future scenario generation: Extracting event causality exploiting semantic relation, context, and 
association features. In Proc. ACL, pages 987–997, 2014.

● I. Labutov and H. Lipson. Generating code-switched text for lexical learning. In Proc. ACL, 
pages 562–571, 2014.

● Z. Li, M. Zhang, and W. Chen. Ambiguity-aware ensemble training for semi-supervised 
dependency parsing. In Proc. ACL, pages 457–467, 2014.

● L. Liu and L. Huang. Search-aware tuning for machine translation. In Proc. EMNLP, pages 
1942–1952, 2014.

● S. Narayan and C. Gardent. Hybrid simplification using deep semantics and machine 
translation. In Proc. ACL, pages 435–445, 2014.

● P. Pasupat and P. Liang. Zero-shot entity extraction from web pages. In Proc. ACL, pages 391–
401, 2014.

● C. Tan, L. Lee, and B. Pang. The effect of wording on message propagation: Topic- and author-
controlled natural experiments on twitter. In Proc. ACL, pages 175–185, 2014.

● J. Tibshirani and C. D. Manning. Robust logistic regression using shift parameters. In Proc. ACL, 
pages 124–129, 2014.

● W. Xu, S. Clark, and Y. Zhang. Shift-reduce CCG  parsing with a dependency model. In Proc. 
ACL, pages 218–227, 2014.
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Project Page Examples

● Andrej Karpathy: Deep Visual-Semantic Alignments for 
Generating Image Descriptions
http://cs.stanford.edu/people/karpathy/deepimagesent/

● Alvin Grissom II: Don't Until the Final Verb Wait: 
Reinforcement Learning For Simultaneous Machine 
Translation
http://www.umiacs.umd.edu/~alvin/research/simtrans/

http://cs.stanford.edu/people/karpathy/deepimagesent/
http://www.umiacs.umd.edu/~alvin/research/simtrans/
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