
Scientificwritingguide

Thefollowingisasummaryofadvicefrom Tim Clutton-Brockonscientific
writing,coupledwithmyownmanuscript‘formula’.

Writing
General
·Beclearandavoidjargonwheneverpossible.
·Beconsistent. Useexactlythesamewordsforthesamevariablesortermsin
differentplaces.
·Beconcise;gooveryourdraftandseehowmanywordsyoucanlose.
Sentences
·Musthaveasubject,verbandobject.
·Shouldbetechnicallycorrectiftakenoutofcontext.
·Shouldbecorrectlypunctuated.
Avoid
·Startingasentencewithanadverboradependentclause. Putthemainpoint
first.
·Misuseofconjunctionse.g.onlyusebutorhoweverwherethereisareal
contrast;avoidusinghowevertwiceinthesameparagraph.
Paragraphs
·Usuallyonemainpointperparagraph. Besureyouknowwhatitis.
·Thefirstsentenceshouldencapsulatetheparagraphandsubsequent
sentencesshouldsupport,justify,modifyorextendit.
·Paragraphsshouldneverconsistofsinglesentences. Conversely,theyshould
rarelybemorethanhalfapagelong.
·Thereshouldbeobviouslogicalconnectionbetweenparagraphs.

Headings
·Twocategories(headsandsubheads)areusuallyenough. Multi-levelheadings
aretedioustoread. Inaddition,toomanyheadingsencouragelazywritingand
lackoflogicalconnectionbetweenparagraphs.
Captionstofigures,tables
·Shouldbeself-supportingwhereverpossible. Makesurethatyourtermsfor
particularmeasuresdescribethem preciselyandwithoutambiguity. Wherea
measureisapercentage,ensurethereadercantellwhatitisapercentageof. 
Theprecisenatureandsizeofthesamplemustalsobeclear.

Beforeyoustart:

Whatisyourquestion?Thisshouldguideeverythingyoudo

Abstract:

Introduction:



 FirstParagraph–Layoutthebroaderinterestarea,questionandwhythis
isimportant.Startbroad,thenidentifythespecificgoalofthemanuscript.

o
o Startwithasentenceortwoidentifyinganareaofinterestor

outstandingquestion.
o Useasinglesentencetostatewhatoutstanding

knowledge/questionneedstobeaddressed.
o Severalsentencesoutliningwhythisisimportant
o Finalsentencesummarizingwhatweneedtofindout

 Subsequentparagraphs–notethatthestructureandcontenthereis
highlyvariablebetweenmanuscripts.

o Providemoredetailrelevanttothemainquestion,developingthe
hypotheses.Youmight
 Discussconcernsthatneedtobeaccountedfor
 Identifytheorythatneedstobedevelopedorinformed

o Discusspreviousliteratureandspecificallyidentifywhatisnovel
aboutyourstudy(someofthiswillcomeinpreviousparagraphson
broaderhypothesis).
 Identifytherelevantfindingsfrom previousliterature.
 Identifywhathasnotbeendoneandthereforewhatthe

specificoutstandingquestionis.Forexample
 Questionnotconsidered
 Previousworkhadmethodologicalflaws
 Differentstudysystem ortaxawhichmightbevery

different?
 Whateveryouthinkneedstobeaddressed.

 Perhapsfinishbysummarizingtheadvancesontheissues
withpreviousresearchidentified.

 Introduceyoursystem inoneortwoparagraphs
o Describethesystem,perhapswithbriefdetailsonthespecies.
o Statewhyitisrelevanttothequestion
o Identifywhyitisparticularlyusefulforthequestion
o Whatweknowanddon’tknowaboutthespecificsystem
o Providegeneralinformationtosetthestage.

 Finalparagraph
o Summarisewhatyouwillinvestigategenerallyandhowyouwilldo

it.
o Startwithastatementofthemainquestion,thenstatethe

subquestionsyouaddresstoanswerthis.
o You’llusethesameorderofsub-questionsinyourmethodsand

results.Thisparagraphislikearoadmaptothemanuscript.

Methods:

 Generaladvice



o Usesubheadingsforthemaintypesofdatacollectedwith
appropriatenamesforeach

o Alwaysprovidebrandandheadquarterslocationforequipment
used

o Providesamplesizes
o Detailanyproblemsduringdatacollectionandhowthesewere

addressed
o Useconsistentnamesforfactors

 Openwithaparagraph(subheaded)aboutthestudysiteandspecies
including

o Studylocationanddatesofresearch
o Studyspeciespopulation

 Sectionsonobservationaldatacollected
o Openwithaclearstatementofthequestionforwhichyouwill

collectthedata
o Makesuretoclearlystatealldetailsofhowthiswasundertaken
o Provideextremelyclearpredefineddefinitionsforbehaviour

categoriesobserved
 Sectionsonexperimentsundertaken

o Openwithaclearstatementofthequestionforwhichyouwill
undertaketheexperiment,thenbrieflyoutlinethewholeexperiment
inasentence

o Providefurtherdetailsontheexperimentalset-up
o Detailstepstakentorandomisetreatmentorders

 Preparedmaterials–artificialnests,playbackexemplars,modelsfor
presentationetc.etc.

o Theseareoftendetailedinseparateparagraphswithdetailsof
preparationtechniques
 Thekeypointisthatthesearematchedtoinduce

appropriateresponsesfrom receivers.
 Ethicalpermission

o Thisshouldbementioned,includingpermitnumbersanda
statementonanimalhandling

 Statisticalanalysissection
o Startwithaparagraphontheprogram usedandgeneralstatistical

tests,checksondatadistributionsetc.
o Includedetailsofmodelselectionmethodologieswhere

appropriate.
o Detaileachmajoranalysis,

 Oncemoreincludeabriefdescriptionofthequestion
addressedwhenstatingwhichanalysis.Forexample:

 Todeterminewhetherpredationofbird’snestsis
greaterindisturbedhabitats,weusedageneralised
linearmixedmodel(GLMM)toinvestigatethe
likelihoodthatartificialnestscontainingquailseggs
werepredatedinclear-cuts,forestedgesorforests.



 Thendetailtheresponsevariable,itsdistributionandsample
size.Thendetailtheexplanatorytermsandifusinga
random model,anyrandom terms.

o Ifyouusethesameterms/analysistechniquesasinprevious
analyses,thenjustsaythatthesewerethesameasabove.

o Groupanalysesthataddressthesamequestiontogether.

Results:

 Generaladvice
o Youhavetomakethisintoanarrativethatfollowsthestructureof

thefinalparagraphofyourintroduction.Analysesshouldbeinthe
orderdefinedthereandalsousedintheorderwithinthemethods
statisticalanalysissection.

o Resultssectionsshouldbebrief,oftenincrediblybrief.
 Perhapsopenwithsomebriefdescriptiveoverallstatisticstosetthe

scene
 Detailthemainanalysisresultswithaparagraphforeachtypically

o Brieflystatethedirectionofdifferencesandinbracketsquotethe
teststatistic(withdegreesfreedom insubscript),thesignificance
levelandthesamplesize.Youmightalternativelyquoteeffectsize
andstandarderror.

o ProvideTablesformodeloutput.Combinetableswherever
possible.

o Providefiguresforallmainsignificantresults.Sometimesalso
includefiguresfornon-significantresultswherethisisrelevantfor
themainhypothesis.

o ProvidemeanvaluesandSE’sforfactorlevelswhereappropriatein
quotesonresults.

 Whereanalysesaddressthesamequestionbydifferentmeans,then
resultscanbereportedinthesameparagraph.ForexampleIdidboth
pointcountsandadlibitum observationsofpredatorsindifferentareas,
soinmyparagraphonpredatorabundances,resultsfrom bothanalyses
arepresentedandwhetherresultspatternsweresimilarordifferentwas
brieflyconsidered.

Discussion:

 Generaladvise:
o Nevermakevaluejudgmentsaboutyourownresults(don’tsayits

novel,don’tsayitsimpressiveetc)
o Neverstatethatyouhave‘shown’conclusivelythatsomethinghas

happened.Insciencethereisalwaysdoubt,sousewordslike‘Our
resultsindicatethat’or‘thisstronglysuggests’(ok,stronglyisa
valuejudgement,butminimizethis!).

o Don’tquoteresults,interestingobservationsrelevanttothefindings



canbementionedwhenappropriate.
 Thefirstparagraphoftenleadswithyourkeyfindingandthenrunsdown

thefindingsfrom yourresultswhichjustifythis.Thereisnolongerany
needtofollowthespecificorderstructureforyouranalysesandresults,
insteadcombinesteamsofevidencefrom differentanalysestosupport
yourstatements..Youcanfinishwithasentenceontheimplications.

 Subsequentparagraphsshouldexplorethefindingsinmoredetail,each
willhaveasinglepointandwillplacetherelevanceofyourfindingswithin
thebroaderliterature.

o Startbystatingwhatthemajoradvanceonpreviousknowledgeis.
o Assessyourownfindingsforconcernsaboutthemethodologyand

indicateyourconfidenceinyourconclusionsbasedonthis.
 Oftenresultsfrom analyseswillspeaktootherissuesbeyondyourmain

question,forexampleyoumightfindanunexpectedsexdifferencein
behaviourorsomethingsimilar.Youcanaddresstheseinseparate
paragraphshighlightingtheseadditionalresults.Makesuretodothisafter
firstdiscussingthemainquestion.

 Youwillalsohaveparagraphsto discuss additionalpointsofinterest,
constraintsormethodologicalissuesofyourstudy,management
implicationsetc.

 Younormallyendwithasummary
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References:
 Ideallyuseareferencesoftwareprogram likeendnoteormendalaywhich

willspeedthingsalong.Makesurestatementsarebackedupwoith
referenceswhereappropriate

 Meticulouslycheckreferencelistsforerrors.


