
WRITING TIPS FOR OMSRS SCIENCE 
WRITING PRIZE ENTRANTS 

By John Gibb, Otago Daily Times reporter 
 
1)   Seize attention. Try to seize the reader's attention, particularly starting with the 

opening paragraph, which should be not too long--not longer than 30 words, 
and preferably quite a bit shorter. You can follow up a punchy, compact opening 
paragraph with some longer more explanatory sentences later. 

 
2)  Engaging the reader. News is at least partly about what is ``new or different''. 

What is new or different about your research and what is its wider importance 
in society? Are there new insights into old problems, or can you explode some 
previous misconception etc--these could be powerful lines of attack for an essay 
about your work. In trying to engage the reader's attention and sympathies, 
think about the nature of your research material and what will appeal to your 
reader. 
If there are health and safety issues, such as a threat to child health, or other 
major social problems, spell these out. 

 
3)   Use emotion sensibly. Many scientists and other researchers are understandably 

suspicious of emotions and of questions such as ``how do you feel about this or 
that?'' but do use and appeal to emotion (sensibly) as well as to ideas-- world 
literature has always included both. For example, the English poet W.H. Auden 
once suggested that ``poetic talent, in fact, is the power to make personal 
excitement socially available''. He also wrote: ``Every individual is from time to 
time excited emotionally and intellectually by his social and material 
environment. In certain individuals this excitement produces verbal structures 
we call poems...'' 

 
Research-related articles published in general publications, like newspapers, 
blend a range of techniques, including some things from academic essay writing 
(not too many, but including clear logical structure!), but also blend this with 
some approaches that have learned a bit from short stories, newspaper or 
magazine "feature" writing, or from other literary forms. 
 
Your readers have emotions as well as thoughts, and you should try to 
acknowledge the wider human reverberations of the research you're 
undertaking--for example, stroke is the biggest cause of adult disability in 
developed nations--some illnesses inflict a great deal of damage on individual 
families and the wider community. 
 
Don't be frightened to refer to some of this, as part of putting your research into 
a wider context--readers want to know what this means for them, and why they 
should care. 

 



4)  Educational levels and explanation. Think about educational ``levels'', and 
working more closely with your readers: giving them what they want to know, 
in a way they can understand it. Many students at some stage have had the 
experience of being at an early stage of understanding a subject and being given, 
without much explanatory help, a PhD or higher level of commentary. Without 
talking down to your reader, try to avoid that. And there's a joke about 
explanation: ``X the unknown explained in terms of Y the unheard of''. Try to 
explain things the reader may not know about by linking them back to what he 
or she is already likely to know. You might be able to throw a lifeline to someone 
being swept away in a river if you're standing on the river bank, but if there's no 
anchor point, or you're both already in the river, throwing the line may not be 
very helpful. 

 
Bring the discussion back to something the reader knows and cares about--that 
will include issues about family and community welfare, persistent mysteries 
and puzzles you may be able to shed some new light on etc. Try to put yourself 
in the general reader's situation. Think about what members of the public want 
to know, what do they know already and what would they like to know, and 
need to know involving your research.  

 
5)   Carry your knowledge lightly.  Move away some distance from where you are 

as a researcher, towards where your readers are, and try to think about what 
they may know about this field (which may not be much) and what they are 
likely to be interested in. Don't ignore what you know, this gives you a big 
advantage and will contain many insights of interest to the public, and don't be 
frightened to lead your reader into some quite complex areas. But don't just 
overwhelm the reader with unexplained details--target a few key themes, or 
even one, and explore this, putting your research in a wider social context. It's 
not by accident that some of the greatest modern thinkers, such as Albert 
Einstein, have also been profoundly concerned about wider issues, such as the 
fate of the planet etc. And try to relate the research to big themes in society, such 
as the rise of obesity, the ageing of the population etc. But try to use lay terms as 
much as you can, and just provide short explanations for potentially unfamiliar 
concepts-- eg mitochondria are the energy packs in cells etc--and avoid over-
explaining things you don't really need to explain. 
But also feel free to draw the reader through an explanatory narrative where you 
explain one thing after another until you arrive at a genuinely interesting place 
of further enlightenment, involving something the reader is likely to care about!  
Compare this with travel writing. Convey some of the atmosphere, the 
importance of what is happening, but don't just make it sound as though you 
spent the entire trip in the library. 

 
6)   Humour and quirkiness. If there's any potential humour, as long as it's not over-

forced, that can help break down barriers, give wings to your story and connect 
with your readers. Quirky aspects can also be helpful. Often the things people 
talk about over a cup of tea or coffee when they're chatting about the research 
with others who are less familiar with it are the most interesting, and offer the 
most vivid insights. University of Otago geologists have found some amazing 



ancient fossils in circular, often water-filled craters of volvcanic origin--these 
craters are called maars. This led to an introductory paragraph in an Otago Daily 
Times story: ``University of Otago researchers have found there really is life in 
maars.'' 

 
7) Look at other ``popular'' writing that could be a guide. 

Have a look at how writers go about writing about writing about science in 
publications like ``New Scientist'' and newspapers, including the Otago Daily 
Times. If you have not already read it, "The Reader Over Your Shoulder: A 
Handbook for Writers of English Prose", London, Jonathan Cape, 1943, by 
Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, offers a lot of sensible advice about 
communicating in a way that is clear and helpful to readers. 
Some sections from the book, at least, are available on-line. 
 

8) Logical structure. If you don't organise your essay logically, the reader will find 
it very hard to follow. One ancient rhetorical device used in almost all court 
room presentations and on many other occasions, including essays, uses an 
introduction which indicates what you are writing about, and after introducing 
further related ideas grouped together in paragraphs or nearby sentences 
throughout the work, circles back to the earlier themes and explains and 
summarises what you have been saying in some sentences at the end. 
There are many variations and other structures, but use something effective, 
without simply wandering across a darkening information landscape, hoping 
the reader may be able to follow. 

 
 
9) Statistics. Giving these can be extremely useful and provide decisive support 

for discussions about how important some problem or challenge is, but make 
them clear and self-contained, remembering the reader's likely lower level of 
knowledge. There's not much point in saying a disease or condition occurs in 
three out of 100,000 live births if the reader has no way of knowing how many 
live births there are in a relevant year. If giving percentages or rates, try to also 
give the actual numbers involved-- eg about 200 babies a year are affected by 
this etc. Or if the number is unknown, give some indication-- more than 50 etc. 
Make your references clear and internally complete-- the reader does not have 
time to consult Government statistics to do the work your story should be doing 
already.  

 


