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Preface

Criticism and testing are of the essence of our work. This means that
science is a fundamentally social activity, which implies that it de-
pends on good communication, In the practice of science we are
aware of this, and that is why it is right for our journals to insist on
clarity and intelligibility. . ..

—Hermann Bondi

Good scientific writing is not a matter of life and death; it is much more
serious than that.

The goal of scientific research is publication. Scientists, starting as
graduate students, are measured primarily not by their dexterity in labo-
ratory manipulations, not by their innate knowledge of either broad or
narrow scientific subjects, and certainly not by their wit or charm; they are
measured and become known (or remain unknown) by their publications.

A scientific experiment, no matter how spectacular the results, is not
completed until the results are published. In fact, the cornerstone of the
philosophy of science is based on the fundamental assumption that original
research must be published; only thus can new scientific knowledge be
authenticated and then added to the existing database that we call scientific
knowledge.

It is not mecessary for the plumber to write about pipes, nor is it
necessary for the lawyer to write about cases (except brief writing), but
the research scientist, perhaps uniquely among the trades and professions,
must provide a document showing what he or she did, why it was done,
how it was done, and what was learned from it. The key word is re-
producibility. That is what makes science and scientific writing unique.

Thus, the scientist must not only “do” science but must “write”
science. Bad writing can and often does prevent or delay the publication
of good science. Unfortunately, the education of scientists is often so
overwhelmingly committed to the technical aspects of science that the



6 WTRE R RAHAX

communication arts are neglected or ignored. In short, many good sci-
entists are poor writers. Certainly, many scientists do not like to write. As
Charles Darwin said, “a naturalist’s life would be a happy one if he had
only to observe and never to write” (quoted by Trelease, 1958).

Most of today’s scientists did not have a chance to take a formal
course in scientific writing. As graduate students, they learned to imitate
the style and approach of their professors and previous authors. Some
scientists became good writers anyway. Many, however, learned only to
imitate the writing of the authors before them—with all its defects—thus
establishing a system of error in perpetuity.

The main purpose of this book is to help scientists and students of the
sciences in all disciplines to prepare manuscripts that will have a high
probability of being accepted for publication and of being completely
understood when they are published. Because the requirements of jour-
nals vary widely from discipline to discipline, and even within the same
discipline, it is not possible to offer recommendations that are universally
acceptable. In this book, we present certain basic principles that are
accepted in most disciplines. k

Let us tell you a bit about the history of this book. The development
of How to Write and Publish a Scientific Paper began many years ago,
when Robert A. Day taught a graduate seminar in scientific writing at the
Institute of Microbiology at Rutgers University, It quickly became clear
that graduate students in the sciences both wanted and needed practical
information about writing. If a lecture was about the pros and cons of
split infinitives, the students became somnolent; if it addressed how to
organize data into a table, they were wide awake. Therefore, a straight-
forward “how to” approach was used for an article (Day, 1975) based on
the lecture notes. The article turned out to be surprisingly popular, and
that led to the First Edition of this book.

And the First Edition led naturally to the Second Edition and then to
succeeding editions. Because this book is now being used in teaching
programs in several hundred colleges and universities, it seems especially
desirable to keep it up to date. We thank those readers who kindly com-
mented on previous editions, and we invite suggestions that may improve
future editions. Please send suggeshons and comments to Barbara Gastel
at b-gastel @tamu.edu.

Yes, this book now has an additional author. Robert A. Day, author
of the previous five editions, retired before preparation of the current
edition. Therefore he invited scientific-communication colleague Barbara
Gastel to collaborate. Gastel, who knew the previous editions well
through her teaching, was delighted to accept the honor.



