
Science Writing 
 
German physicist and mathematician Max Born said, “To present a scientific subject 
in an attractive and stimulating manner is an artistic task, similar to that of a novelist 
or even a dramatic writer” (Born, 1968). If Charles Darwin and Albert Einstein had not 
published their scientific findings, our world would be very different. Presenting your 
scientific findings clearly in writing is perhaps the most important aspect of your work.  
 
Using Passive Voice 
Scientific writers often write in passive voice to indicate objectivity and to put the 
focus on their research rather than on themselves.  
 
Use passive voice 

• When the actor of the sentence is less important than the receiver of the action 
as in Scientist Scott was presented with an award by the director.  

• When you’re explaining an operation that the reader isn’t actively involved in 
performing 

• When you’re explaining a process or procedure 
 
Using Past vs. Present Tense 
Describe results in your paper in past tense. You may have done these experiments, 
but your results may not yet be accepted facts. Use past tense for 

• Observations 
• Completed actions 
• Specific conclusions 
• Abstract, materials, methods, and results sections of a paper 

 
Most of the information in an introduction comes from descriptions of previously 
established knowledge. Published results are generally considered facts. Use present 
tense for  

• generalizations  
• statements of general validity 
• results from published papers  

 
You can mix tenses in the same paragraph if you are writing about a completed 
experiment in conjunction with published established knowledge. 
 Darwin observed that species evolve over time.  
 
Using Figures and Tables 
If you have more than two data points, consider adding a figure or a table.  

• Use figures when relationships or trends are more important than actual 
numbers 

• Use tables for precise numbers 
• Cite each table and figure in the text of the paper 
• Do not remove data points to make trends look better 
• Use an easy-to-read format 
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Writing a Briefing Note 
Decision makers use briefing notes to get quick and effective information. Briefing 
notes help readers get information about topics they know little about or that they 
may not have time to research. Your goal in a briefing note is to convey key points and 
considerations about an issue. Ideally, your briefing note should be 

• Short (no longer than two pages) 
• Concise 
• Clear 
• Reliable 
• Readable 

 
Your briefing note should include these sections: 

• Short statement no longer than two lines about the issue and why it matters to 
the reader. 

• Background statement with details the reader needs in order to understand 
what follows, including a short history or other pertinent information. 

• Current status of the situation including those involved right now. 
• Key considerations the reader needs to make an informed decision. Try to be as 

unbiased as possible. Substantiate your statements with evidence and double 
check your facts. 

• Observations about key considerations and what they mean. 
• Conclusion and/or recommendation about what you want the reader to infer 

from your briefing note. 
• Attach additional details in an appendix.  
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Writing a Poster Presentation 
Scientific posters allow you to rapidly convey your ideas and your findings through a 
visual representation that includes both text and graphics. Often, poster presentations 
are more effective than platform presentations because readers see the poster as an 
engaging advertisement for your work.  
 
Design the poster around your research question, concentrating on the main points in 
each section. Use visuals to illustrate your work. Your poster should include: 

• Title (no longer than two lines) 
• Abstract (50-100 words) 
• Introduction/Hypothesis (200 words) 
• Materials and Methods (200 words) 
• Results (largest section) 
• Conclusions (bulleted lists work best) 
• References and Acknowledgements 

 
Here are some additional tips for writing a poster presentation: 

• Arrange your information in a logical sequence.  
• Put the information into three or four columns. 
• Put the Abstract in the upper left-hand corner. 
• Put the Conclusions in the bottom right-hand corner.  
• Vary the size and spacing of your information to make it appear more 

interesting.  
• Reduce the size of information that’s less important, like the References and 

Acknowledgements sections.  
• Make sure the finished poster is about 20% text, 40% graphics, and 40% white 

space.  
• Limit yourself to two colors (not including black and white). 

 
Here’s a sample poster presentation: 
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Writing an IMRad Lab Report 
Lab reports are written in third person in the past tense and follow the IMRaD 
(Introduction/Methods/Results/and Discussion) format. Your lab report should 
include the following sections: 
 
Title page 
Write an informative title that reflects your report’s content. The title should be 
specific and contain ten words or fewer. 
 
Abstract 
The abstract is a summary of the main ideas of your report. It helps your reader 
decide whether or not to read the rest of the report. This abstract should be one 
paragraph that’s around five to eight sentences long. You’ll want to include 

• Context of your experiment 
• Brief explanation of methods used 
• Brief statement of results 
• Brief statement of significance of the results 

 
Introduction 

• Background information 
• Outline of the scientific purpose of the experiment 
• Hypothesis—state this towards the end of the introduction 

 
Methods 

• Bulleted list of materials needed 
• Numbered step-by-step instructions for the experiment (make sure to break the 

steps up into small chunks of no more than 10-12 steps) 
• Include enough details so that anyone could duplicate the experiment 

 
Results 

• Summarize your data in a table, chart, or graph 
• Label the chart and provide explanations 
• Write about trends and major findings 

 
Discussion 

• Interpret significance of the results 
• Explain how results relate to the hypothesis 
• Address any changes or modifications made to the experiment 
• Account for significant sources of error in the results if necessary 
• Draw a conclusion and relate it to your original hypothesis 
• Discuss future work that could provide answers to questions prompted by your 

results 
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Writing a White Paper 
White papers help readers make decisions by informing them about complex topics. 
Originally, white papers were a type of government report, but they have become 
standard in science and business. In a white paper, you argue a specific position or 
propose a solution to a problem. 
 
White papers are typically short; they usually run about 5-12 pages. They include the 
following sections: 

• Summary 
• Background 
• State of the Science 
• Future Research Needs 

 
Start with an Informative Title 
Most people look at the title of an article to decide whether or not to read it. Make your 
title short and specific. Often, the best titles contain a colon, like 
 She’s Fallen and She Can’t Get Up: Women Runners and Patella Tendonitis 
 
Summary 
Think of the summary as the “sales pitch” for your white paper. Use key points from 
other sections to help the reader understand what they’ll learn in the rest of the white 
paper. Keep the summary to one page, using bulleted lists where necessary.  
 
Background 
The background contains general knowledge, including a brief history of your topic. 
Think of the background section as helping your reader get “up to speed” on your 
topic.  
 
State of the Science 
In this section, describe what’s been done scientifically about your topic. Provide 
details and data, including supporting evidence from research you’ve found in peer 
reviewed journals.  
 
Future Research Needs 
This section is a “call to action” about what needs to be done. Limit yourself to the top 
two or three future research needs. Explain what should be done first, as well as why 
this one approach is the best option.  
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Writing a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) 
A Standard Operating Procedure or SOP contains a list of directions or steps to 
perform a task. SOPs  

• Ensure tasks are performed the same way each time they are undertaken 
• Facilitate consistent conformance to particular standards 
• Help companies or organizations comply with government regulations 
• Should be kept in a secure place with working copies available  
• Should be reviewed every two years 

 
As you write your SOP 

• Use a concise step-by-step format 
• Present your information simply 
• Use a flow chart to illustrate the process you describe 
• Use active voice and present tense 
• Use commands to ensure an implied but not stated “you”  
• Include enough detail for new workers 

 
In general, SOPs include 

• Title page that identifies the procedure or activity 
• SOP identification number 
• Date of issue or revision 
• Name of the agency to which the SOP applies 
• Scope of application that describes the procedure or process 
• Applicable government regulations 
• Limits to the use of the procedure 
• Prerequisites to performing the task 
• List of equipment and supplies needed 
• Training requirements 
• Cautionary notes or special considerations 
• Procedure itself in sequential order with numbered steps 
• Quality control measures 
• References  
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