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“Whatever we

well understand
we express

clearly, and
words flow
with ease...”

Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux,
L'Art Poétique (1674)

The way we write

Scientific articles are difficult to read, even for scien-
tists. The use of jargon is a common affliction but not
the only culprit. Poor word choice, convoluted style—
meant to sound ‘professional’—and even blatant lack
of a story line often share the blame. The prevalence
of poor scientific writing is a problem for an interdis-
ciplinary journal such as Nature Methods, but first and
foremost for scientists.

In research, where success is widely measured in
terms of publications, poor writing skills are an obstacle
in one’s career path. First, a paper must pass the filters
of editorial and peer review. Then, to have an impact
once published, a contribution must be read by peers
who will build upon the new insight. Generally editors
and reviewers genuinely attempt to focus on the sci-
ence and not on the style. But bad writing can have such
pernicious effects as to obscure the scientific method or
the conclusions. With competition for space in journals
and with reviewers pressed for time, writing quality will
sometimes tip the balance.

Yet despite the undisputed importance of publica-
tion in a scientist’s career, very little is done to prepare
young investigators to clearly report their results.
Apparently, people believe that because every scientist
can write, every one of them will be able to write good
scientific prose. Well, everyone can sing, but many of
us do not exercise our vocal cords outside the morning
shower—and for good reasons.

Imagine a postdoc who has learned English as a sec-
ond or third language, and is expected—without spe-
cific training—to write a scientific paper. If this image
does not speak to you, imagine yourself entering the
stage of Carnegie Hall with only your repertoire of
nursery rhymes and shower singing exercises. Why are
we, as a community, asking each new generation to base
such an important part of their career on a skill that we
have not helped them hone?

Don’t get me wrong: non-native English speakers
face an additional difficulty, but native speakers are not
immune to the plague of bad prose. In fact, a fair num-
ber of papers we receive from non-native English speak-
ers are above average in terms of writing. Perhaps this
is because these authors tend to seek simplicity and put
special care in what they see as a difficult task. The range
of quality is also, we suspect, a reflection of the gram-
mar instruction they received in their native language.

Some will argue that writing is a talent and cannot be
taught—countless music lessons don’t make an opera
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star. But this is not about making a best-selling novel-
ist out of every graduate student. Scientific writing is a
craft, with its own set of principles and strategies that
can be learned. Like its creative and reporting counter-
parts, scientific writing has its experts and its reference
books with advice, specific examples and useful exer-
cises (see Zeiger, M. Essentials of Writing Biomedical
Research Papers 20d edn.; McGraw-Hill, New York,
2000).

Yet there is little structure in place to bring this
teaching to those who need it most. Some commend-
able universities offer a scientific writing course, but
it is usually not part of the curriculum and accom-
modates only a fraction of the students; others have
workshops or tutoring centers. Students on the vast
majority of campuses where nothing of the sort is
available often depend upon the teaching instinct of
their supervisor.

This additional coaching responsibility is unfair for
the research mentors, who already have a long list of
duties and are not trained to teach writing. They may
even have false impressions about the conventions of
scientific prose—the misleading recommendation of
using the passive voice is a common example. Moreover,
time is an important factor and many supervisors will
write the papers themselves if students are not up to
the task.

The international scientific community should
tackle the problem at the source and make scientific
writing an integral part of the graduate curriculum. All
graduate students, regardless of their native language,
should attend classes focusing on the specifics of this
writing genre in English. Qualified instructors should
teach these courses over long-enough periods to effec-
tively make use of exercises and homework. Also, they
should base the teaching on real examples and engage
students with assignments about their own research
projects.

As a community, scientists have a responsibility in
shaping the graduate curriculum to prepare students
for the challenges of a career. Teaching them how to
clearly convey their work in writing is, in our view, a
priority too often neglected. Leaving this to your pon-
dering, we thank you for reading this page and ask you
to forgive the mistakes of style it undoubtedly contains.
After all, this Editor is a scientist and a non-native
English speaker, and there is only so much an excellent
copyeditor can do.

NATURE METHODS | VOL.3 NO.1 | JANUARY 2006 | 1



	The way we write


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts false
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e00500047002000570045004200200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e0020003100350030006400700069002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003400200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 782.362]
>> setpagedevice


