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Writing Style

…neither Faulkner….

“Then he told me to have a look in the old 
opera house, where somebody had stored a 
lot of papers and junk out of the old 
Merchants’ and Farmers’ Bank when it 
failed, so I dodged up a few more alleys so 
Earl couldn’t see me and finally found old 
man Simmons and got the key from him and 
went up there and dug around.”

(from The Sound and the Fury)

… nor O’Brien.

“Paul Berlin remembered separate things that 
refused to blend together.  Whistling on 
ambush.  Always chewing gum.  The 
smiling.  Fat, slow, going bald, young.  
Rapt, willing to do the hard stuff.  And 
dumb.  Dumb as milk. A case of gross 
tomfoolery.”

(from Going after Cacciato)
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Not technical manuals, either
• Bulleted lists of phrases, laid out in a manner 

suitable for a slide presentation should not replace 
complete and correct sentences and paragraphs.

• Technical jargon and acronyms should be 
explained at first usage. 

• Incorrect, colloquial, or very new usage, although 
common in technical fields, should be avoided in 
formal papers.  Rely on the more traditional usage 
of words.  For example, use “input” as a noun but 
not a verb in formal writing.

• Scientific arguments are generally made 
objectively and unemotionally.

• Try to convince the reader that you have 
researched all sides of the scientific issues 
and are basing your presentation and 
arguments on them in an objective way.

• Be skeptical of information from parties 
(especially companies) with vested interests 
in the issue.

Some Important Elements

• Title and Authorship. Often provided on a 
cover page.

• Introduction. Set out the overall goal of 
the paper and state your thesis.  Sometimes 
in science writing, the thesis is simply to 
survey a scientific subject and explain it to 
the reader.  
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• Background. As part of the introduction, 
you often need to explain enough about the 
background to enable the reader to follow 
your development of the subject.

• Development of the subject.
– Present the research results  in a systematic 

manner. 

– Include the full range of major investigations.  

– If you have a point of view to present, you need 
to acknowledge those studies that do not 
support it,  as well as those that do.  

• Conclusion and Summary.
– Don’t just quit!  Pull the various threads of the 

paper together and make sure the reader gets 
the “take home” message. 

– Why does this paper “matter”? 

• Endnotes

References
• Use lots of references.  
• Do not quote often; instead paraphrase and 

cite. 
– Quotes do not convince the reader that 

you understand the subject.
• For background material (e.g. basic physics 

or chemistry), cite an introductory level 
chemistry or physics text and paraphrase its 
explanation.
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• Most often scientists use endnotes.  You should do 
the same.  Use one list of endnotes for your entire 
bibliography and works-cited items.

– …was observed by Johnson.12

– …was observed by Johnson (12).

• See chapter 30 of Scientific Style and Format:  
The CBE Manual for Authors, Editors, and 
Publishers, for discussion of Endnote forms and 
use.

• Use the Citation-Sequence System of endnotes 
rather than the Name-Year System.  See the 
attached papers for examples.

All 25 references appear in 
a single list at the end of the 
paper.

Every Reference in the list 
is cited in the body of the 
paper with its number.

The sequence here is the 
order in which the sources 
are cited for the first time 
in the paper.

Some endnotes provide 
explanatory information 
instead of references.
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Note that in this system repeat references to the same 
source usually use the same endnote. An exception is 
with books or very large papers, where some 
clarification is needed to find the information.  See Refs 
1 and 4 in this list.

• To cite general works (e.g. texts) that 
contributed broadly to your understanding, 
refer to them in the introduction or 
background section with citations.
– The basic mechanics presented here is 

presented in several texts on the subject.2-5

– The discussion presented below follows that of 
Little et al.6

– Previously, this general subject has been well 
reviewed by several authors (7-10).
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• Figures or Tables lifted from other works 
should be given credit on the figure or at the 
bottom of the table.

• Try to move from WWW sources to “real” 
printed ones.  This is often possible, and 
almost always preferable.

• Notable exceptions to the above are 
“official” web publications such as 
government documents.

• When you use a WWW source as a 
reference, you are to print the referenced 
pages and attach them as an appendix to 
your paper.

• It is your job to evaluate any source you 
use.  In the case of scholarly journals, this 
may be straightforward.  However, in 
case of general purpose publications, web 
publications, etc., you need to convince 
the reader that your referenced source is 
authoritative.

Citation Style
• All works listed are directly referenced 

from the text.  

• A single list of endnotes. (not footnotes)

• Use a style for the endnotes that is similar 
to: 
• that given in CBE Manual

• the journal Science

• the IBM Journal of R&D papers on our reserve 
list. 
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Odds and ends...

• Use formal grammar (no exceptions).

• Make judicious use of figures, equations, 
and tables. - not as space fillers, but as aides 
to communication. .

• Equations may be neatly entered by hand.

Odds and ends (with Heath Refs)

• Sentence fragments -30a

• Comma splices (run on) -30c

• Spliced by conjunctive adverb (e.g. 
however) - 30c

• Fused sentences - 30c

• Subject/verb agreement - 26a

• Incorrect capitalization -38b

Odds and ends (with Heath Refs)

• Pronoun/antecedent reference - 12a

• Page numbers -21

• Use of commas - 32

• That/who  G21

• That/ ,which G21

• There, their, they’re G22

• Amount/number G4
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Odds and ends (with Heath Refs)

• Who/whom  -27b

• Effect/affect -G2

• “Impact” is not a verb -G12
• Write out numbers less than one hundred -38c

• Its/it’s -G3

• Use of semicolon -33a

• two,to,too - G22


