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1. Getting the writing right 
Almost every significant step in academic work – applying for a conference talk, finishing an MSc or a 
PhD, submitting a paper or applying for a grant – requires you to write. Whether or not you enjoy 
other styles of writing, scientific writing can be intimidating and off-putting when you first attempt 
it. This article tries to make this process easier. 

Why can creating scientific writing be so hard? It’s tempting to say ‘well, you see, science is terribly 
complicated,’ but that’s a slightly different issue. Yes, science can be complicated, but once you are 
writing about it you will (hopefully) understand thing you are writing about pretty well. Despite this, 
most people find that, at least to begin with, writing in a ‘scientific style’ is itself a challenge. 

There are two main reasons for this. The first reason is that scientific writing is a very particular, 
extremely formalised literary style, and learning its rules requires a bit of work. The second reason is 
that the structure of scientific writing requires you to solve an intellectual puzzle. Either you have to 
write something very long (an MSc thesis, a paper, an entire book if you are a PhD student), and 
figure out how to approach that as a project, or you have to write something very short (an abstract, 
a figure legend, or even just a title), and figure out how to condense your ideas into that small space. 
Often, you will have to do both at the same time. 

Until you are used to it, the very standardised style of modern scientific writing can seem off-
putting, but it actually makes tackling those intellectual puzzles much, much easier. For writers, it 
means that the task of writing a large scientific document can be broken down into very manageable 
sections that follow a clear pattern, and it means that the key features of a message can be 
condensed into a section of any length, however short. For readers it also has major advantages, as 
it makes it very clear where the information in a document will be, so they can dip in and get just the 
information they need, then leave without wading through the rest. (If you want to see why this is 
helpful, try skim reading any scientific paper written before about 1960, when the modern style 
started to emerge.)  

Good scientific writing is a skill and requires practice. It is not the case that there is a single right way 
to write. However, there are some basic principles that can make it much easier to approach writing, 
and to write effectively, and this document tries to set them out. 

I am well aware that I have a long way to go in improving my own scientific writing, so why should I 
be writing this? Well, mainly because at various points people have passed on suggestions that I’ve 
found useful and that have made a real change to how easy I find it to approach my own scientific 
writing. This document summarises some of the most useful advice I’ve received. It starts with some 
thoughts about using language effectively in scientific writing, then moves onto some general 
principles for how to structure any piece of scientific writing, from an abstract to an entire thesis. 

There is a single idea connecting all the points in this article. Good scientific writing is the process of 
communicating an argument about how you think the world works, to someone who hasn’t seen it 
before, as clearly as possible. 

  



2. Words of advice 
Most of this document is about structure, but let’s start by talking about language itself. Words are 
one of the two main tools you have to communicate complex topics in scientific writing, the other 
being data presentation. Words work best if you use them properly. For scientific writing, three 
things really help. 

2.1 Use words correctly 
 Spelling, punctuation, and grammar matter. Not everyone enjoys thinking about the basic 

rules of writing. That’s fine: as a topic it doesn’t appeal to everyone. You might enjoy 
thinking about the formal rules of grammar or you might find learning about them tedious, 
you might find it easy to identify correct spellings and punctuation or you might struggle 
with this. But for everyone, there are tools that can help you make sure that when you write 
it makes sense to other people. Most obviously, spelling and grammar rules are often built 
into your word processor. Microsoft Word has a decent (though certainly not infallible) set 
of tools for flagging up spellings that might be wrong and grammar that could be improved. 
These tools are not always correct – they make some judgement calls that you can 
legitimately disagree on, and they definitely miss things – but if something you’ve written 
has a squiggly line underneath it’s worth checking why. 

 Tenses matter. When did stuff happen? Descriptions of experiments and specific 
experimental findings describe particular events that happened in the past, when you were 
doing the experimental work. Results should therefore be written in the past tense (‘we 
proposed the model A, tested B and observed C’). Ideas about how you think the world 
works describe how it works now, and so conclusions should (normally) be in the present 
tense (‘We propose that during A, B happens, and as a result C is an important feature of 
this process’). There are exceptions, where you can apply your common sense – conclusions 
can be about how specific things happened in the past, or can be predictions about the 
future (‘We conclude that a meteorite wiped out the dinosaurs, and that when the next 
meteorite of that size strikes Earth it will cause another mass extinction event’). Apart from 
that, the future tense tends to be reserved for speculation (‘this will be useful in our efforts 
to do X’), including the sub-genre of speculation we call grant proposals (“if funded, we 
will…’). 

 English can be a complete pain sometimes. English is an irregular and idiomatic language, 
which can trip up native and non-native speakers alike. Fortunately, there is a lot written 
about this, much of it designed to be very easy to follow. These days grammar is Googleable. 
There are excellent online grammar guides, as well as a number of standard reference books 
and style guides (though note that these are often very opinionated, particularly on 
questions of what is the ‘best’ way of using English). A particular issue for confusion in 
scientific writing tends to be the correct use of prepositions (after a particular verb, should 
you use ‘for,’ ‘from,’ ‘in,’ ‘of,’ ‘on,’ ‘to,’ ‘with,’ etc), which if misused can easily confuse the 
meaning of sentence. Happily, prepositions are also very Googleable. Another common issue 
in scientific writing (not particularly confusing, but not a great look when it goes wrong) is 
that a small number of commonly-used words (e.g. ‘data,’ ‘bacteria’) are irregular plural 
nouns, rather than the singular nouns they have often become in spoken English (so we 
should write ‘the data are’ rather than ‘the data is,’ etc). 

 UK and US English are a slightly different from each other. And this is fine and neither is 
better than the other and sometimes you will need to write for journals that use the other 
style of English than the one you’re used to. Just try to keep the style consistent throughout 



a single document. Again, Microsoft Word can help here, although it can also make 
inexplicable choices about what language it thinks you’re writing in, sometimes changing its 
mind about what the language is while you’re writing, so be careful. 

 Scientific writing is formal. This doesn’t mean that you have to use a fancy vocabulary with 
lots of unnecessarily long words (in fact, you shouldn’t – see below). But it does mean that 
you should avoid the sort of contractions used in more informal writing, including many of 
the ones I am using in this document (‘it’s,’ ‘doesn’t,’ ‘shouldn’t,’ etc). 

 Some words have very precise meanings when used in scientific writing. English is full of 
words whose meaning is very similar but not quite the same. This is particularly true for 
scientific writing, as in this context some words have very specific meanings that they don’t 
have in other contexts. Using the wrong word can change what you’re saying, as well as 
making it look like you don’t fully understand what you’re doing. So for example, there is a 
difference in meaning between ‘accurate’ and ‘precise;’ between ‘significant’ and 
‘substantial;’ between ‘average’ and ‘mean’; and so on. If you’re not quite confident about 
how to use these words – again, they are very Googleable. The words you choose can also 
create subtle distinctions between different ways of drawing a conclusion, depending on 
how confident you are. ‘A shows B,’ is stronger than ‘A suggest B;’ ‘C does D’ can be 
softened to ‘C could do D;’ and so on. 

2.2 Use words clearly 
Using words correctly means that our meaning can be extracted by the reader, but it doesn’t mean 
that they will find it easy. Writing something that will be easy to read is harder than it sounds. 

For a lot of people – certainly for me – scientific writing means trying as hard as possible to write 
simply when your instinct is to write something complicated. Don’t be afraid to explain yourself with 
simple phrases. When you are writing a scientific document you are not writing a dense and 
evocative work of richly poetical beauty. You are not cultivating a distinct literary style with its own 
unique turn of phrase. You are not setting out a collection of obscure and rarely-used words for the 
reader to enjoy learning1. You are not even here to convince the reader that you are terribly clever, 
or that you are a proper scientist who knows all the big words. You are just someone with an idea 
about how the world works, trying to communicate it to someone else. If you can write clearly you 
will probably do this well. If you don’t, you won’t. 

Hopefully your scientific work will be read by a lot of people. Many of them many not have English 
as their first language. They may know more than enough technical English to follow your ideas, but 
they may not be fluent in obscure, flowery, non-technical English vocabulary. Don’t make their lives 
difficult. You might feel like you’ve done something impressive by using unusual words and phrases 
(particularly if, like me, you are excessively fond of them in your private life), but academic 
excellence is not the same thing as being difficult to understand. Poor communication is poor 
communication, even if it is clever. 

There are a couple of tendencies when writing that it can be helpful to watch out for: 

 Most people write sentences that are too long. (I am one of these people.) 
 Most people who know obscure words or how to use unusual punctuation marks – hello, the 

semi-colon – try to find excuses to use them even when they are not necessary. (Again, 
guilty.) 

 
1 The first full-length paper I wrote includes the words ‘apposed’ and ‘concomitantly.’ I mean, really.  



Go back over your writing and tidy things up. Can you break your sentences up into shorter 
sentences? Is there a shorter or more commonly used word that could replace that long or obscure 
one without changing its meaning? (‘No-one’ I once heard an editor from Nature Publishing Group 
pronounce ‘ever actually needs to use the word utilized.’) 

Sometimes it will be very hard to express a complex concept clearly. Often, you will be trying to 
communicate about a topic that is inherently very complicated. This makes it particularly important 
to be clear in your own mind about what you actually want to communicate and why. My old boss, 
Ervin Fodor, had a very good solution to this. I’d come to him and say ‘I’m trying to find a way to 
write this and I just can’t do it.’ He’d ask me what I wanted to explain. I’d tell him. He’d say ‘so write 
that then.’ This trick is surprisingly effective, though it only tends to work in an actual conversation 
with another person. 

2.3 Use words engagingly 
Scientific writing tends to follow a very fixed format and with good reason (see below). However, 
you don’t need to be boring about it. 

The most important way to be interesting is to write about something – you are communicating your 
idea about how the world works, and using data to illustrate your arguments for this. If this is done 
well your work becomes interesting because you are using structure to tell a story – more on that 
below. However, as long as the words you use are correct and clear, you can also put a bit of 
thought into keeping your readers happy by making them engaging. 

Try to avoid repeating the same word multiple times in a short space (‘We measured A, then we 
measured B, then we measured C’). Similarly, try to avoid starting too many repeated sentences 
exactly the same way (‘We did A… We did B… We did C… We did D…’). You can try substituting 
synonyms, or re-structuring your sentences so the same verb is put to repeated use (‘We first 
measured A, then B, and finally C’) or makings sure that the repeated phrase isn’t always at the same 
position (‘We did A… Doing B showed us that… Next, we did C… In order do this, we did D…’).  

On slightly controversial suggestion to make your writing engaging in primary literature is to use the 
active voice (‘We did this…’) rather than the passive voice (‘This was done…’). This is a matter of 
personal preference – the passive voice is more traditional and is preferred by some courses, 
readers and journals. The active voice is often more engaging and easier to follow. I prefer the active 
voice myself, but other opinions may be held. 

  



3. The Structure of Scientific Communications 
3.1 Tell me a story 
Choosing the right words is important, but the words are just building materials – to put your 
scientific writing together you also need an overall plan. Let’s talk about structure. 

It is really important to recognise that when it comes to primary literature most scientific documents 
are, structurally speaking, lies. 

They are lying – or at least, misleading you – because they are presented as if they are narratives, 
describing a period of time you spent carrying out scientific research. This is almost never the case. 
The narrative of research activities that primary literature describes is usually entirely fictious, even 
though the way in which the data are described is (as it must be) scrupulously accurate2. This is fine, 
provided you understand that it is happening and why we do this. 

 Do not under any circumstances try to tell the story of the work you did in the order you did 
it. This is not what your paper is for. It will be messy and confusing, because research is 
messy and confusing. I mean this in the nicest possible way: no-one outside of your group 
cares what you were doing during your time in the lab. 

 What you are doing, under the pretence of a narrative description of your work, is to 
present a compelling argument for why a particular model of how the world works is better 
than the commonly accepted one. 

 Compelling arguments require logical structures, which we will discuss below. But they are 
also more compelling if they have a good ‘story’ to them. You readers are not entirely 
dispassionate, so if you can try to re-order your story to make it more exciting. For example, 
it is better if a section can end with positive and novel findings rather than the inconclusive 
or negative results you also needed to collect along the way. This way your reader is more 
likely to take an interest in what you are saying, and you are more likely to enjoy 
communicating it. 

3.2 Basic structure: a beginning, a middle and an end 
You are not writing a mystery novel. There are no benefits at all in scientific writing to leaving the 
reader in suspense. Your reader is likely to be in a hurry, they may well not be an expert in your field, 
they might only have wanted to look at one particular part of what you are writing. They might only 
have time to read the one bit of your work they need to check, and they will only do that if they can 
find it quickly enough. If a reader finds it hard to follow what you are saying you will lose an 
opportunity to communicate with them – do not make their lives difficult. Most of all, try to avoid 
ever writing something that could leave your reader thinking ‘so… why did I have to read this bit?’ 

The simplest way to avoid any bit of your writing being pointless is to make sure that every section 
has a beginning, a middle and an end. A question, the evidence, and an answer. An introduction, 
findings and a conclusion. ‘This is what I am going to tell you, this is me telling you it, this is me 
telling you what I have told you.’ It is surprising how often people forget to do this, particularly when 
it comes to making sure that every section finishes with a conclusion. As a reader, you often find 
yourself going through a paragraph full of results which just… finishes. Why did you just read all of 
that? After all, they are not your results. Unless the author has explained clearly what they were for 
by writing a conclusion, you are under no obligation to care about them.  

 
2 For more on this see Peter Medawar (1963) ‘Is the Scientific Paper a Fraud?’ Listener 70:377–378 



There are common phrases that indicate beginnings, middles and ends. These are helpful signposts 
for a reader who’s trying to work out why they are reading this section of your work. These signposts 
include: 

 ‘We asked… we found… we concluded…’ 
 ‘We wondered… we noted… therefore…’ 
 ‘In order to determine… we observed… thus, …’ 
 ‘We set out to find if… the data were … this indicates …’ 

In conclusion (that’s another one), almost every section that you write in a scientific document, 
however small, should have a beginning, a middle and an end. 

This is easier to remember to do at some points in your document than others. It is fairly easy to see 
how signposting can be applied to a paragraph of a results section. (‘We asked this… we found this… 
therefore…’) Unless you have a very good reason not to, it’s a good idea to approach every 
paragraph of your results this way. It can be a bit less obvious to see how to apply signposting to 
paragraphs of the introduction and discussion sections, where what is being explained is not results 
but ideas. A paragraph here should introduce the topic it will be about, explain that topic, and draw 
a conclusion about the topic at the end – it still has a beginning, middle and end. 

Two slight exceptions are methods sections and figure legends. In both cases there is a title that 
serves the purpose of an introduction by saying what the section is about (in figure legends this title 
is typically the first sentence). This is followed by a list of relevant information given in the briefest 
form possible without leaving out key details. By convention there is typically no conclusion for 
these sections. I would suggest that is why most methods sections and figure legends are usually 
much harder to read than the rest of the paper: statements without conclusions are boring. 

3.3 Local structure: blocks and chains 
So you can structure one paragraph. Great! But most things you write will be longer than that, so 
how do you link these blocks of text together? 

If you are writing a results section, the easiest way is to chain together paragraphs with conclusions 
that set up new questions. So: 

 ‘We wondered… we found…. This suggests A.’ 
 ‘Given A, we asked if… we observed… this indicates B.’ 
 ‘If B is the case, then this suggests that… we noted that… thus, C.’ 

(Note that we are fabricating a narrative of discovery as we go along to support the argument we 
want to use the data to support. As long as the data are described accurately, this is fine.) 

This will work up to a point. Eventually you will get to the end of a chain of ideas. That usually marks 
the end of section of your results. Given that it’s a section, it deserves a title. For results sections, 
‘declarative titles’ are your friend! In other words, use your title to assert what the main message of 
the section is so that the reader doesn’t have to think too hard about it. So the paragraphs above 
could be put under the title ‘Observations of B’ but it would be much more helpful for your 
argument to use the title ‘A leads to C.’ 

3.4 Global structure: the hourglass 
So you can structure one section by joining together paragraphs of argument, but how about 
something more ambitious? How do you fit your arguments into a longer structure like a report, or a 
paper, or a thesis? 



A very useful approach is to move from the general to the specific and back again. This is often called 
an hourglass structure, because the focus closes in then opens out again. So: 

 General introduction 
o Specific introduction 

 Focussed introduction 1 
 Focussed findings 1 
 Focussed conclusion 1 

 Focussed introduction 2 
 Focussed findings 2 
 Focussed conclusion 2 

 Focussed introduction N 
 Focussed findings N 
 Focussed conclusion N (structure repeats) 

o Specific conclusion 
 General conclusion 

In the following sections we’ll look at examples of how to apply this. 

3.4 Driven to Abstraction 
The shortest example of an hourglass structure is a standard abstract. An abstract distils all the key 
ideas of a document, and because of this it is usually one of the last bits of the document that you 
write. It is also likely to be the first part of your document anyone reads (after the title) and will 
often be what they use to decide if they are going to bother to read any more of it. 

When used in an abstract, hourglass structures tend to work as follows: 

 General importance of this topic (does it affect our understanding of a wide class of things? 
Does it involve a dangerous disease?) 

o Specific knowledge from this field needed to understand the problem 
 THE KNOWLEDGE GAP (a question: a big thing that isn’t known) 

 What approach you took to address the knowledge gap 
 What you found using this approach 
 What you can conclude from these results 

 How your conclusions address the KNOWLEDGE GAP 
o What the implications of knowing this are for specific knowledge in the field 

 Why it was important to know this (will it help us to understand many other things? Will it 
help us to tackle a dangerous disease?) 

Have a look at a few abstracts and see if you can spot ones that use this pattern. (Some journals and 
conferences will actually force you to write in this way by using structured abstracts, with sections 
for introduction, methods, results and conclusions.) 

Note how content is balanced across the different sections, from general to specific. The most 
general sections are short and with only the briefest of details, a sentence or even only part of a 
sentence, while the section describing specific findings is likely to be the longest part of the abstract. 

Note also the importance of the KNOWLEDGE GAP – the main topic your study will address. The 
knowledge gap defines the focus of your story, and because of this it is unusual (though not 
impossible) to have more than one knowledge gap. On the other hand, the knowledge gap can be 
fairly general (‘the effect of mutations on these proteins;’ ‘the role of this protein in infection’). 



Really, the whole structure of your paper is constructed around your knowledge gap. Because of 
this, once you have articulated a knowledge gap it becomes much easier to write your title. The title 
is often a concise statement saying ‘THIS IS THE ANSWER TO THIS KNOWLEDGE GAP’ (sometimes by 
implication, as in ‘HERE’S A METHOD NO-ONE’S EVER APPLIED TO THIS TOPIC BEFORE’). Your title is 
the first thing people will read from your work, and very often the only part of it they will read, so 
make sure it does capture the essence of what your study is about. 

 

3.5 Making a Nest 
An abstract is an argument in its most condensed form. But what about the full document? How can 
you structure that? 

It turns out the hourglass structure is still your friend, even for long form writing. The important 
thing to note that in a long document such as a thesis the results structure is nested, which means 
you can keep applying the same rules at different levels of the document. 

So for example, you can use an hourglass to structure a PhD thesis: 

 Introduction (General importance, specific context, knowledge gap) 
o Methods 
o Results chapter 1 
o Results chapter 2 
o Results chapter 3 

 Discussion (knowledge gap, specific context, general importance) 

You can also use it to structure a chapter within a thesis, as with this results chapter: 

 Introduction (identifies an issue and sets up the main question for this chapter) 
o Results section 1 (Question – results – conclusion) 
o Results section 2 (Question – results – conclusion) 
o Results section 3 (Question – results – conclusion) 

 Conclusion (answers the main question for this chapter) 

And so on to lower levels – the chained paragraphs of results described above are really a series of 
mini hourglasses themselves. The important thing about structuring work this way is that it’s really 
obvious why everything is where it is. It’s always obvious to you as a writer where to put a 
description of some data (between the question it provides evidence for and the conclusion that will 
be drawn from it). It is also always obvious to your reader why they are reading about it (in order to 
answer this question, which is needed to answer a bigger question, which is part of addressing a 
knowledge gap, which is relevant to a particular field, which is important as part of a Big Picture). 

It is also important that the structure is symmetrical. Each question that is introduced is answered 
by a conclusion, but only at the matching point. The widest possible scope is introduced first and 
quite briefly, and answered last and quite briefly. The more focussed context is introduced next and 
in a bit more detail, and answered second to last and with a bit more discussion. And so on. 

 Big general questions about wider relevance 
o Focussed questions about a subject area 

 Specific answers to a technical question 1 
 Specific answers to a technical question 2 
 Specific answers to a technical question 3 



o Focussed answers about a subject area 
 Big general answers about wider relevance 

Just as in an abstract, the big, general sections tend to be less detailed and to be relatively short, 
while the focussed sections tend to be longer as they need to be to cover more detail. But no section 
should no longer than you need it to be to fill in the detail needed at that level of the structure. 
Additional waffle doesn’t help: at all points, your reader needs to know why they are reading this.  

Here’s a more concrete example: 

 You should care about influenza because it kills a lot of people. 
o We would be better at stopping this if we had better drugs. 

 This type of drug looks promising but we need to know more about it. 
 Does the drug work? 
 How does it work? 
 Can it be made better? 

 Having done this we now know more about this type of drug, though we do 
now have some more questions. 

o This puts us in a better position to control influenza… 
 … which matters because influenza kills a lot of people 

Note how modular this structure is. The example above could be an abstract, a results chapter, or 
the outline of an entire PhD thesis. Here’s another example, which follows the structure of a PhD 
thesis a bit more closely: 

 Introduction Chapter 
o You should care about influenza because it kills a lot of people. 

 This is some general information on how we can control influenza with 
drugs 

 These are the (relevant) things we already know about how influenza virus 
replicates and how antiviral drugs work. 

 The effects of a particular proposed drug on influenza is our main 
‘knowledge gap’ 

 To address this knowledge gap we have N main aims (one per results 
chapter) 

 Methods Chapter 
o These are the methods used in Area A 

 Method 1 
 Method 2, etc 

o These are the methods used in Area B 
 Method 1 
 Method 2, etc 

 Results Chapter (1/N) 
 This type of drug looks promising but we need to know more about it 

 Does the drug work? 
o Results section that deals with one aspect of this 

 Question – results - conclusion 
o Results section that deals with another aspect of this (often 

addressing a question raised in the previous conclusion) 
 Question – results - conclusion 



 How does the drug work? (subsections as above) 
 Can the drug be made better? (subsections as above) 

 Having done this we now know more about this type of drug, though we do 
now have some more questions 

 Other Results Chapters (in the same structure) 
 Conclusion chapter 

 This is how each of the preceding chapters was relevant to the main 
knowledge gap about of this drug inhibits influenza 

 By bringing their findings together we can now address the knowledge gap 
and explain how the drug inhibits influenza 

 Knowing this improves our understanding of using antivirals to inhibit 
influenza 

 This has wider relevance for our efforts to control influenza 
o It was important to know all of this, because influenza kills a lot of people and this 

might help us stop that. 

3.6 Getting the plan in place 
Because the hourglass structure is modular and nested, you can plan any document, even a lengthy 
thesis, down to the level of individual paragraphs, all of which are in exactly the right place to make 
an argument that matters to a wider theme. It’s worth creating a plan that maps this out using bullet 
points before you start writing in earnest. 

One advantage of a plan like this is that it is easy to adjust. The plan can be created without writing 
any prose at all, other than jotting down a few words for each bullet point saying what the section or 
paragraph will discuss. Because of this, you can adjust any part of the structure of the document 
quickly and easily to make sure everything is in the right place. It’s much, much easier to say ‘move 
these bullet points here and delete those ones’ than to say ‘rewrite pages 12 – 28 and delete pages 
32-41 entirely.’ (It’s also much quicker to get feedback on something in this format.) If you find 
getting the right words down is hard, this is also a way to get most of the work needed for your 
document sorted out before you even have to write a complete sentence. 

You should also sketch out a rough draft of your figures at this point (or alternatively start with the 
draft figures before moving to the bullet point structure, or sketch them both out alongside each 
other – some people are more visual in their planning and some people are more text based). The 
point of your figures is to present data that illustrate the arguments set out in the paragraphs 
(equally, the paragraphs describe the argument laid out in the figures). Because of this, the 
paragraphs will indicate what panels will be needed in the figures, and importantly in what order 
they should occur (panels should be numbered the order they are introduced in the text). At the 
early planning stage, panels for figures can be the equivalent of a few words of text scrawled in a 
bullet point. Your draft figures might be composed of biro sketches, screenshots of hastily-formatted 
graphs, or even the odd empty box with a note saying ‘this is where these data will go when I have 
them.’ It’s easier to start with a messy plan and edit that before you start making it look 
professional. 

Finally, once you have a structure you can start writing. Except that, with that structure in place, you 
don’t need to sit down to write a book, and you don’t need to design a whole set of figures. You just 
need to tick off one a paragraph at a time, and design one figure panel at time, knowing before you 
start exactly what you need them for. Once you’ve worked out your structure you should know 
exactly what each component of your document needs to say and how to structure that as an 



argument in which everything you add is playing a role as a beginning, middle or end. So while you 
will now have a lot of tasks to carry out, at this point they will all be quite small tasks, ones where 
you have already decided exactly what they are for, and ones where it is very easy to stop and take a 
break then come back without losing sight of what you’re trying to do. 

In other words, you will never have to look at your text as you type it out and ask yourself ‘so… why 
am I writing all of this?’ 

 


