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Clear-Writing Workshop 



Outline 

 

Day 1: Knowing your audience, avoiding jargon, 

using the active voice  

 

Day 2: Writing concisely, communicating 

uncertainty, making good comparisons, giving 

feedback 

  

Day 3: Giving feedback (peer review session), 

keeping your readers happy 

 



What would you like covered? 



Why is clear writing important? 



Oil sands development contributes 
elements toxic at low concentrations to the 
Athabasca River and its tributaries 
Erin N. Kelly, David W. Schindler, Peter V. Hodson, Jeffrey W. Short, Roseanna 
Radmanovich, and Charlene C. Nielsen 

 

 Who would be interested in this information? Who 
needs this information? 

 What questions would each audience have about 
this information? 
 

PNAS | September 14, 2010 | vol. 107 | no. 37 | ww.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1008754107 

 

Audiences of scientific information 



Audiences for this research? 



SCIENTIFIC 
INFORMATION 

Public 

Government 

Press 

Industry 

Scientists 

NGOs 



Press 
What questions do the 
media have? 



Press 



Public 
What questions does the 
public have? 



Photo: littlevanities via flickr 

Public 



So many of the issues we confront have to do 
with science, and if people aren’t informed, they 
can’t be good citizens. 

 

Cornelia Dean, science writer and former 
science editor at The New York Times 

Public 



Government 
What questions do policy 
makers have? 



Government 



Industry 
What questions does  
industry have? 



Scientists 
What questions do  
scientists have? 



NGOs 
What questions do  
NGOs have? 



NGOs 



Public 

Press 

Government 

Is it news? 

Why does it matter to me? What can I do about 
it? How should I vote? 

What, if any, policies need to be  changed, added, or 
removed based on the info? What do my voters 
think about the issue?  



Industry 

Scientists 

NGOs 

How will if affect operations? Will it solve 
problems? Or does it create problems? Will it 
cost us?  

How does it relate to my work? Do the methods 
seem appropriate? Do the results contradict 
current thinking? What is the magnitude of impact. 

How does it fit our agenda, if at all? What is the 
impact on environment/people? 



Adjustments for your audience? 

Photo: “Adjustment” by Zorin Denu via flickr 



Jargon activity 

How do you identify jargon? 



The fish were 
weighed by me on 
weighing scales 
every week. 

I weighed the fish 
on weighing scales 
every week. 

Which do you prefer? 



Marta's 
participation in the 
writing workshops 
was acknowledged 
by her supervisor. 

Marta’s supervisor 
acknowledged her 
participation in the 
writing workshops. 
 

Which do you prefer? 



The chemical 
mixture was poured 
carefully into 
beakers, before it 
was stirred and 
transferred to an ice 
bath. 

We carefully poured 
the chemical 
mixture into beakers 
before we stirred 
and transferred it to 
an ice bath. 

Which do you prefer? 



Active vs. passive voice 

Why use the active voice? 



When is it inappropriate to use the active voice? 

Active vs. passive voice 

1. Focus on person or thing being acted on 

2. Actor unknown 

3. Speculating 



Questions from today?  



Next week 

Please bring THREE COPIES of one-page research 
summary  

 

Summaries exchanged with two other participants 
(I will keep the other copy) 

 

Housekeeping: Who will not be here both week 2 
and week 3? 

 



Writing toolkit (so far!) 

Know your audience! 

 

Avoid jargon! 

 

Use the active voice! (when appropriate) 

 


