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Reconnaissance 

 

 Would you describe yourself as a confident writer in your 
discipline? 

 

 What are your strengths as a writer? 

 

 How are you learning to write in your discipline?  

 

 What support is available to you? 

 

 What skills do you feel you have yet to acquire? 

 



Do we have a problem? 

 Demands on scientists as writers are higher than in any other 
discipline. 

 

 Writing is central to a career as a research scientist. 

 

 While scientists work in learning communities, they rarely discuss 
writing. 

 

 Anxiety is a feature of many graduate students’ response to the 
need to write. 

 

 Conflicting pressures on young scientists to engage with public 
discourse of science vs need to learn scientific discourse 

 

 



How do scientists learn to write? 

 Reading 

 Imitation (trial and error) 

 Advisors or mentors 

 Peers 

 Style manuals 

 Journal advice to authors 

 Peer review system 



 

 The novice [mathematician] may learn [to write] through 

using the existing models of published writing, through 

an apprenticeship of collaboration with more 

experienced writers, or through the often harsh process 

of peer review. None of these methods is designed to 

help learners to acquire the kind of knowledge about 

language that might enable them to be aware of what 

they might achieve by choosing to write in different 

ways (2000, p. 450) 

 



From our survey 

 Learning to write is a solitary 
affair for science graduate 
students.  They report getting 
help with their writing 
primarily from  

 their advisors (43%) 

 reading in their field (32%) 

 Graduate student in their 
lab/group (27%) 

 Family member/friend (25%) 

 Reference book (23%) 

 

There is no formal method at 

UVM to teach graduate students 

in the sciences ‘how to ask good 

scientific questions.’  We are 

expected either to have a 

natural talent for it or to pick it 

up somehow as we go along.  

I’ve found this to be absolutely 

the hardest part of grad school, 

since I don’t seem to be picking 

it up easily. 

 



From our survey 

 Students are not as confident about their ability to write 
scientific texts as in their ability to locate and read scientific 
material. 

 The greatest variation in reports of self-confidence is associated 
with asking advisors for help with writing and research, asking 
librarians for help, and presenting research seminars 

 Almost 60% of respondents say they are part of a 
supportive cohort of graduate students 

 Many students don’t seem to talk much with their advisors 

 25%  (strongly) disagree that they regularly discuss research with 
their advisors 

 35% (strongly) disagree that they regularly discuss writing with 
their advisors 



I would much rather 

spend time in a clinical 

setting learning daily 

what I need to know out 

in the real world instead 

of the academic world 

Writing a scientific paper 

takes practice, and that 

practice is not currently built in 

as a requirement like seminar 

or statistics. 

I think that students come into this 

program with varying levels of 

knowledge and comfortability with 

scientific writing.  It is important to 

acknowledge that not everyone knows 

about academic posters, or how to 

write a piece for a peer reviewed 

publication for example.  Starting with 

the basics will help some students not 

feel like they are falling behind from 

the get go. 



Question for consideration 

 

 

 

 How do you think we could better support you as an 

emerging writer of science? 



Read with a mission 

 Reading in your discipline is one of the most effective ways of 

learning to write in your discipline. 

 

 Information literacy needs a higher profile in the discussions we 

have within scientific communities.  

 

 Create a diagram of how knowledge is made in your 

discipline 

 

 



 

 Learn to read rhetorically.  

 Overall structure: inductive or deductive? 

 Sections: what is the question each section must answer? 

 Is there a rhetorical structure to each section? 

 Use of images 

 Style 

 

 Ask yourself  “why?” 

 

 Think about starting or joining a journal group 

 

 



You need to write more 

 

 Write for a regular amount of time every working 

day 

 

 Find a writing buddy 

 

 Develop a writing group 



You need to write earlier 

 Start a research journal 

 

 Don’t wait until the results are in: make a habit of writing.  

 

 Break your writing  habits to free yourself from old patterns 

 

 Allow yourself to be a bad writer 

 

 When the results come in you’ve got a context in which to 
consider your analysis 



Find the story 

 

 A research paper tells a story.  

 

 First, find your question. 

 

 Each section reveals an answer to part of the 

question.  

 



Thinking about audience and process 

 Draft for yourself: writer based prose 

 

 A story assumes an audience 

 

 Revise for your audience:  move to reader based 

prose 

 

 Only worry about correctness at the editing stage 



Effective editing 

 Move from big picture to fine detail (structure to 

proof reading). 

 

 Develop some strategies for concision (deductive 

paragraphs and sentences are most concise).  



Mobilise the learning communities 

which already exist 

 

 Generate questions and investigative methods 

 

 Engage with the why as well as the how questions 

 

 Tasks are not always predictable 

 

 Goal of discussion is not consensus but provisional synthesis on which to base 
hypotheses 

 

 The leader (if there is one) is a co-learner 

 

 Multiple strategies for managing  knowledge gaps 

 



 I think one of the things that might be quite useful for 
our group is we didn’t tell them how to write a paper, 
we all came up with the way to write a paper together, 
so everyone’s taken ownership of that. Everyone’s come 
together and we’ve distilled, together, as a group. 
That’s how I would approach it next time. I wouldn’t turn 
around and didactically say it, unless I’d been given 
half an hour and that’s all there is. I think its far better 
for everyone to come up with the ideas, to synthesise it 
themselves.  I think there is a huge need in the University 
for people to mentor people in writing.  



Mentors who articulate and model 

rhetorical processes 

 

 Talk about choice of journal and how knowledge is 
made in your discipline 

 Talk about audience 

 Talk about where to begin 

 Talk about story 

 Talk about the idea of internal integrity 

 Talk about revision: the shift from writer to reader 
based prose 



 Much of my writing now is first drafted by or with someone else: all of 
the team will create the story. Someone has to start with a draft. What 
I will do, particularly with my graduate students …[is ask] “now, look, 
what is the story? What are the pictures and so on?” …So… I’ll 
say...”we agree on the story” (that’s a discussion, right...) but when the 
writing actually starts I’ll say “look, here’s an introduction. I want you 
now to go away and write the rest of the paper.” So, they will start, 
and the next thing will tend to be what was the experimental method, 
what were the results and so forth. Then we’ll start getting the more 
difficult stuff about the interpretation of that story, and how we would 
end it off. In the process, it will go backwards and forwards. We don’t 
sit down and write together.  I write something, they add something on, 
I will correct that or make suggestions, sit and talk with them, they’ll 
have another go. We’ll go backwards and forwards (OC).  

 



Mentors who articulate rhetorical 

choices 

 

 Talking about structure should focus on questions 

 Talk about voice: active/passive, personal pronouns 

(use of “we”) 

 Strategies for concision 

 Relationship between writing and pictures/figures – 

how do they work in your discipline? 

 Talk about hedging  



And now? 

 Questions? 

 

 What will you do now? 

 

 What can WID do to help you? 


