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Writing Better Technical Papers
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People conducting and presenting cutting-
edge research are widely suspected of being
highly logical individuals. This is probably a safe
assumption about how they conduct research
but perhaps not about how they present it.

Untwisting Logic

For simplicity, let’s define ‘logic’ here as the
presentation of ideas or connections of ideas in a
way that most readers can easily understand:

O This triangle has three sides.

X This triangle may have more than three sides.

When we regard the logic of language itself,
things can get twisted. In a language’s grammar,
there are typically a few or many ‘exceptions’

X The laser drawed an irregular pattern.

O The laser drew an irregular pattern.

Beyond such simple examples of apparent
lapses in logic, there are expressions, evolved
over centuries, that can seem puzzling:

O Quite a few attempts have been made to...

O Quite many attempts have been made to...

O Very few attempts have been made to...

The first two sentences have the same
meaning, although “a few” and “many” have
opposite meanings; moreover, the third sentence
is the opposite of the first one, although “quite”
and “very” both strengthen the following idea.

Rather than pondering the ‘logic’ of irregular
usage or seemingly inconsistent expressions, it’s
best just to accept these oddities and get on with
life. However, there are ways you can positively
apply logic in your technical writing.

First, always ensure that your conclusions are
reasonably justified by your results or findings:

? Consequently, our approach is effective for...

Was this statement really demonstrated by
the ideas presented in your text? Or did you
overly rely on your own knowledge, which may
not have been fully clarified in the text?

A simple trick of logic that can strengthen your
writing is to apply parallel structures:

X Yellow dye produces reflective areas, while

non-reflective areas are produced by blue dye.

O Yellow dye produces reflective areas, while

blue dye produces non-reflective areas.

Both sentences are correct, but the second
(parallel) sentence has reader-friendlier logic.

Don’t neglect to ‘guide’ your reader’s thinking
by showing him or her your ideas’ logic through
simple connecting words or expressions:

O Furthermore, In addition, Moreover

O Therefore, Consequently, Accordingly

O However, On the other hand, Nevertheless

Punctuating Figure Captions

How you use punctuation (., ; 3) in your figure
captions is one of those formatting issues that
should 1) follow the editorial guidelines of your
publication and 2) be done consistently.

The most common question is whether to end
with a period. If the caption is only a phrase (not
a full sentence), then normally do not use a
period; if it’s a full sentence, or a phrase followed
by more content, then use a period.

An increasingly common error is using a
semicolon rather than a colon to introduce info:

X Right image; expansion, left; contraction

O Right image: expansion; left: contraction

As shown above, semicolons can be used in
place of commas to more clearly separate items.

Finally, journals position letters identifying
sub-figures differently (before or after):

O SEMs show (a) cracks, (b) cuts, (c) pits...

O SEMs show cracks (a), cuts (b), pits (c)...

Although the first style is more common,
follow journal guidelines and be consistent.

Writing Questions?read@athuman.com
Mini Quiz: What’s Wrong?
1) The procedure is consist of many sub-tasks.
2) The procedure consists of many sub-tasks.
3) The procedure is consisted of many sub-tasks.
(Answers: 1) incorrect: 2) good; 3) ‘debatable’
grammar, in any case bad style)
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