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Clear-Writing Workshop 

33⅓% of the mice used in this experiment were cured 

by the test drug; 33⅓% of the test population were 

unaffected by the drug and remained in a moribund 

condition; the third mouse got away.  

– Erwin Neter 

Editor-in-chief, Infection and Immunity 



Outline 

 

Day 1: Knowing your audience, avoiding jargon, 

using the active voice  

 

Day 2: Simpler writing, concise writing, 

communicating uncertainty (part 1), making good 

comparisons, giving feedback (part 1) 

  

Day 3: Communicating uncertainty (part 2), 

Giving feedback (part 2: peer review session), 

ordering information and engaging your readers 

 



Communicating uncertainty 
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Communicating uncertainty 
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Communicating uncertainty 
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Communicating uncertainty 
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Communicating uncertainty 



Communicating uncertainty: 
strategies 

Know your audience: how numerate? 

Avoid framing bias 



Communicating uncertainty 

Heart surgeries in the UK have a 90% survival rate, 

while those in the USA have a 10% death rate. 



Communicating uncertainty: 
strategies 

Know your audience: how numerate? 

Avoid framing bias 

Use figure(s) 



Communicating uncertainty 

Pidgeon, N. and Fischhoff, B. Nature Climate Change 1, 35–41 (2011) 



Communicating uncertainty: 
strategies 

Know your audience: how numerate? 

Avoid framing bias 

Use figure(s) 

Use multiple means, including figures  

Give details of statistical tests 

Give timelines: when is uncertainty expected to be 

resolved? What needs to happen to resolve 

uncertainty? 



Peer review: Pairing 1 

Avneet Brar Christopher Roach 

Braham Dhillon Chris Keeling 

Padmini Herath Marta Guarna 

Ranga Nandanavanam Maria Luisa Diaz (miss 28th) 

Jose Celedon Christine Chiu 

Kahlil Baker  Qing Wang 



Peer review: Pairing 2 

Please just exchange your reviews.   



Peer review: general comments? 



Information ordering 

Many scientists assume that what professional 

scientists care about will also fascinate readers. 

Generally, though, this is not the case. 

 

- Daniel Goleman 

Science reporter, New York Times 



Results 

 

Relevance 

 

Supporting details 

Background 

 

Supporting details 

 

Results 

 

http://www.pnas.org/content/108/6/2504 

TURN IT UPSIDE DOWN!! 



Photo: NASA Goddard Space Flight Center via flickr 



Image: Sydney A. Vergis, Joshua H. Viers, Anne W. Millington, Joshua H. Johnson, James F. Quinn 



Image: Sydney A. Vergis, Joshua H. Viers, Anne W. Millington, Joshua H. Johnson, James F. Quinn 



Image: Sydney A. Vergis, Joshua H. Viers, Anne W. Millington, Joshua H. Johnson, James F. Quinn 



Who, what, where,  
when, why, how? 

Most important info first 

Body 
Supporting info,  

additional details,  
overviews, examples 

 

Details less 
and less 
and less 

 

important 

INVERTED  

PYRAMID 



In western North America the mountain pine beetle—the 

most destructive of the many species collectively known 

as bark beetles—is on a pine tree-killing spree. Since the 

1990s swarms of the tiny killer, spurred in part by a streak 

of relatively mild winters that don't kill the insect, along 

with dry summers that leave trees more vulnerable to 

attack, have destroyed huge swaths of pine forests—

around 16 million hectares (an area larger than Florida) in 

British Columbia alone. 

http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=mountain-pine-beetle-fungus 

The beetles are now threatening to move eastward, and 

research ecologists are working to rapidly build a better 

understanding of exactly how the insect invasion kills 

trees, searching for insights that might allow forestry 

workers better cope with the epidemic. 



Example 



Questions?  



Writing toolkit 

Know your audience 

Avoid jargon 

Use the active voice (when appropriate) 

Use simpler words and concise phrases 

Watch for ambiguity 

Use analogy (metaphor, simile, etc.) 

Use care when communicating uncertainty 

Place most relevant information at the top 

Proofread, proofread, proofread! 

 


