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Writing guidelines for 1st draft of your manuscript 

Step 1) writing an Outline 
Usually we start with an Outline (the other option is to start with the Abstract, but even then the 
next step is an outline).  I want to go over your outline with you before you move to step 2. After 
you have read all the way through this document, start writing your outline with: 
 
Paper Structure 
The overarching structure is Intro Methods Results Discussion, but you want to create a 
consistent structure within and among these sections that makes it easy to navigate. Keep the 
same order of topics from Intro paragraph describing the paper to methods to results whenever 
possible. Examples (don’t do all of these – chose the most logical for your paper):  

- Number your predictions in the Intro and refer back to them throughout the Methods (eg 
what prediction each experiment is testing) and Results;  

- Number your experiments in the Intro and keep the numbers consistent through the 
Methods and Results;  

- Use same subheadings in same order in methods and results 
 

Paragraph summaries 
For each paragraph you intend to include, write a 1-line summary of the paragraphs main 
message in a non-black font colour.  Each summary must be a statement, not a topic. E.g. ‘Seed 
predation = critical biotic interaction’, or ‘Biotic interactions could cause range limits’, and not 
‘seed predation and biotic interactions’.  These summaries force you to identify what you are 
trying to say, which will help keep your writing on track.  They help me see where you are trying 
to go with a paragraph and suggest appropriate edits to help get there. They also makes it easy to 
see whether the flow of ideas makes sense. You should be able to read only the paragraph 
summaries and see the narrative arc of your paper. If you read them aloud and a story does not 
emerge, refine them until the story is clear. We will keep these headings until the very final 
paper. 
 
Then add 3-5 (no more!) 1-line bullet points of the order of points within the paragraph. The 
purpose of the outline is to capture the essence of your arguments as succinctly as possible, so 
that we can hammer out the structure before you invest too much in full sentences. If you start 
writing long bullet points it defeats the purpose – sticking to very short points will force you 
to crystalize your ideas. 
 
Step 2) Turning the outline into a draft 
Once we have agreed on your outline, paste a copy of your outline at the end of your paper, and 
leave it there as an appendix for us to refer back to if needed. On the first copy of the outline, 
keep the paragraph summaries in place, and replace the bullet points with full sentences, fleshing 
out each paragraph.  Refer back to the paragraph summary to make sure the paragraph is doing a 
good job conveying its intended point.   
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DO NOT ADD EXTRA PARAGRAPHS. We have all written outlines only to ignore them later, 
but this is a bad habit and waste of time. Resist! If you really think we need one, add a 1-line 
paragraph summary as a place holder and a comment saying why you think its important, and we 
can discuss during editing. 
 
It can be tempting to write down everything you think might be important so we can sift through 
it and find what we want to keep. Don’t do this – it shifts the most important thinking from you 
to me. Treat a draft not as a dumping ground for everything you’ve learned, but your attempt to 
write a coherent, compelling narrative. Have a Discards section at the end of your paper: if there 
is text that doesn’t quite work but to which you’re too attached to delete, move it there. This is 
easier psychologically than deleting as you can always resurrect later (though I almost never do). 
 
Citations: use a reference managing software from the beginning. Use a citation format that 
includes the author names and year in the citation, so I can see if references are appropriate. If 
submitting to a journal that uses a numbered format, change just before submission.  
 
Get a colleague to do a ‘does this make sense’ read through before giving it to me (buy them a 
coffee for this). Ask them for comments ONLY and to avoid specific edits that aren’t worth their 
time at this stage (giving them a PDF vs word doc can help). Get them to highlight any sentence, 
paragraph, idea or other component they found even slightly unclear or confusing. Benefits:  

- Students get to know each other’s work 
- Practice: editing is a great way to practice the skills of writing 
- Getting rid of obvious problems lets me focus on higher-level issues and polishing  

General writing advice 
Before you give your work to anyone to look at, go through carefully with an eye to the 
following.  
 
Paragraph structure  
Length: Paragraphs should be <10 sentences. Try to keep them at 15 or fewer lines in word 
(Times new roman 12 pt). I try to keep all my paragraphs <200 words. 
 
Topic sentences: The first sentence of a paragraph is the topic sentence, and introduces the 
paragraph.  Readers use these to skim a document and figure out which paragraphs to read fully, 
so topic sentences need to accurately convey what’s in the paragraph. They must be broad 
enough to cover all the topics in the paragraph, and should stand alone (e.g. don’t start with ‘This 
means that…’ which mean the reader has to refer back to the paragraph before). They should 
also connect cleanly with the previous paragraph, to avoid ‘topical whiplash’. 
 
Within paragraphs make sure the flow of ideas works.   

- Eg don’t write ‘Thing X does Y and Z. Another important thing about Y is…’.  In that 
case switch the order of Y and Z so that the two ideas about Y come one after the other.  

- Eg if your sentence structure is ‘Thing X causes phenomena A and B via processes C and 
D’ make sure the phenomena and processes are in the right relative order (ie C causes A 
and D causes B) 
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Writing “style” issues to know about & common mistakes to avoid 
Framing controversy: If something is controversial this should be signalled up front.  It is 
jarring to read a few sentences about something presented as a universal rule, to have the next 
paragraph suddenly say that it’s not (and if your readers already know it’s not a universal rule 
you risk them thinking you have a poor grasp of the literature in those first sentences).  Signal to 
readers upfront that there is uncertainty when introducing the idea and first argument.  This can 
be as simple as ‘Theory X proposes that…’  or ‘Several studies suggest that X…’ instead of ‘X 
does …’ 
 
Check your logic! For each sentence you write, is the sentence strictly true? Are the comparisons 
clear (e.g. words like ‘proportionaly more’ or ‘more likely to’ imply a comparison that needs to 
be completed)? 
 
Be careful about certainty. Most biological phenomena have exceptions, even those that are 
overwhelmingly true in general (eg the latitudinal biodiversity gradient). The level of certainty in 
each sentence needs to be true. Predictions about the future should never be stated as fact 
because the future is unknowable. Eg ‘Biodiversity increases toward the equator’ = OK. 
‘Diversity of the vast majority of taxa increases toward the equator’ = OK.  ‘All major taxa 
increase in diversity toward the equator’ = not OK, even if your next sentence lists the 
exceptions.  
 
Ideas come first, people second.  If presenting multiple opinions on those issues, lead with the 
ideas not the authors.  Ie ‘One argument for X is Y (citations). On the other hand, Z (citations)’ 
not ‘A said this but B said this and C argued that’ 

Advice for specific Manuscript sections 
 

Abstract  
length – check the guideline of your target journal and stick to it. No matter what the journal 
guidelines are make sure the abstract is 300 words at most 
 
Make the Abstract results as quantitative as possible – put in effect sizes, say much how thing X 
increased for every change in thing Y, give a sense of the sample sizes. Most people will only 
ever read your abstract – give them as much specific info as possible 
 
Intro  
Length: For a paper or manuscript, try to keep it to 3-4 preamble paragraphs and 1-2 ‘this is 
what we did/studied/predicted/found’ paragraphs. More than 6 Intro paragraphs is too many.  
 
Structure = funnel.  Start broad, zoom in progressively. 
Don’t zoom in too early.  Doing so loses potential readers that your paper could appeal to. Eg if 
the paper is about dispersal in bacteria, spend at least the first two paragraphs discussing 
dispersal in general to show readers who don’t care about bacteria why it matters to them.  If 
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paper is about conserving Canadian plant species but you are submitting to an international 
journal, don’t mention Canada until at least the third paragraph, to convince readers from other 
countries that the paper is relevant to them. 
Don’t zoom in then back out – This is jarring for readers and can be confusing. Eg (don’t do): 
Paragraph 1: dispersal in general, Paragraph 2: dispersal in bacteria by flagella, Paragraph 3: 
dispersal via flagella in general (you’d want to reverse the order of the last paragraphs) 
 
Predictions /hypothesis paragraph.  If you cant finish a list in one sentence, don’t start it as 
one sentence.  Eg if you want to describe 3 aims and each aim takes 2 sentences, don’t start with 
‘I aim to: 1)… Then I will 2)…’  Start with something like ‘I assess X by testing three 
hypotheses. 1) ….’   
 
Results 
Be quantitative. Go through your writing and take every opportunity to make it more 
meaningful and specific.  Don’t say ‘varied with’ when you could say ‘increased with’ or 
‘decreased with’.  Don’t say ‘Many’ when you could say how many. 

Writing tips to know (and fix) before giving your work to anyone else 
- Read and implement ‘Tips on Scientific Writing’ by Michael Morrison and the ‘Scientific 

writing booklet’ by Marc Tischlet (you can find them online or I can email you copies)  
- Use the active voice. There are a zillion websites about this and it will be covered in 

every book on scientific writing 
- Look up how to use semi colons and colons (especially for lists) and get it right. 
- Same with ‘if’ vs ‘whether’ 
- ‘number’ is almost always redundant 
- Pro tip: search your document for the word ‘of’.  It often indicates a statement that can be 

shortened.  Examples: 
o ‘the majority of’ = ‘most’.  
o ‘A study of the effects of X on Y’ = ‘How X affects Y’ or even better ‘X 

increases Y’ 
o ‘Conservation of species’ = ‘Species conservation’ 
o ‘Populations of plants’ = ‘plant populations’ 

 
 


