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Writingfor Publication:Strategiesto Make
.'" Youa MoreEfficientandEffectiveAuthor

Earlier this year, a seminar entitled "Writing for

Excellence" was sponsored by Carle's Continuing Medical

Education Department. Contlucted in tandem with Bayer

Pharmaceuticals the purpose of the program was to aid

physicians in writing for academic publications.

The fo.llowing is an excerpt of the day's cun1culum,

graciously written for Carle Selected Papers by presenter
Paul Casella.

Introduction

So you want to be an author? Perhaps you've had an
original insight that you wish to submit for
publication. Or maybe you feel you can no longer
ignore that project started weeks, months or even years
ago. It is important to remember that many people
struggle with writing, even accomplished authors. The

purpose of this article is to outline some truths about
writing, to suggest strategies to make you a more
efficient and effective author, and to improve your

chances of publication.
While this article is designed for those submitting to

scientific journals, the information applies equally to
those writing for lay audiences. Physicians should be
encouraged to write because they have interesting
stories to tell. Physicians live in the realm of
storytelling: every patient who enters the clinic tells a
different story. A medical history can be seen as a
collaborative story between patient and clinician. The
treatment of disease, the safeguarding of health, the

struggle to understand what is unknown, the range of
emotion that is expressed between illness and health -
all these are core issues for anyone who is alive.

A Few Truths About Writing
Writing is a skill and like any skill, writing can be
improved with practice. The best way to become a
better writer is to read good writing. Pay attention to
the structure of a paper, and how it best conveys its
content. Learn from writing styles that are effective
and that you admire. Use templates and models of
good writing to guide the structure of your
manuscripts.

Writing is a process. In his book, Writing to Learn,
author William Zinsser talks about two types of

writing: "A" writing and "B" writing. "A" writing is
organized and didactic. "B" writing is haphazard
"freewriting," or brainstorming - writing we do when
first trying to put words to ideas, without concern for
clarity or organization or grammar. People struggle
with writing because they are trying to put their B
thinking immediately into A writing. When first
beginning to write, authors should separate the B

thinking process from the A writing process. Save the
organization and precision for later, after you've gotten
out all your ideas. Separate the intuitive process from
the didactic process.

Writing is also re-writing. Writing is 10%
inspiration, 90% perspiration. If authors recognize that
writing is a process, with a series of steps and revisions,
then they won't feel the pressure of writing the perfect
sentence every time and won't be hindered by "writer's
block." In science and medical writing, an author

wants to forward a single interpretation, one that is
available and clear the first time the audience reads it.

The best way an author can do this is by paying close
attention to the structure of writing.
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" The Structure of the Sentence
~ Eachsentenceshouldcontain a singleidea.If authors

cram two. three. and even four ideas into a single
sentence then each individual point is diluted.
Without question. the edit I make most as an author's
editor is to give individual ideas their own sentences.
Give each of your ideas the forum it deserves. There
are two ways to get across a complex idea: a
complicated way and a simple way. Which is more
reader~based? The simple way. Writers should
constantly consider their readers when making
editorial decisions.

Should an author worry about one idea per sentence
while freewriting or brainstorming? No. Don't even
worryabout sentences or paragraphs at this point. This
is something to look for when editing.

The natural stress in the sentence occurs in the
second half of the sentence. This is because the

information that appears at the end of the sentence is
that which occurs right before the period. before the
pause. According to George Gopen. PhD. head of the
writing program at Duke University. readers of English
are looking for closure. Dr. Gopen talks about the

- "psychology of reading" and suggests that authors
would want to take advantage of places of natural
stress.

In the subject position. or the first half of the
sentence. authors should put the old information; the
information that is familiar to the reader. This gives
the reader a starting point. Put the new information in
the natural position of emphasis. or the latter half of
the sentence. For example. an objective statement that
reads. "Development of an animal model for injury X
is the objective of this proposal~makes more logical
sense when written. "The objective of this'proposal is
to develop an animal model for injury X." This
revision requires the reader to do less work to
understand what is being conveyed.

Notice, too, in the above example the concept of
"development" appears as a verb, "to develop:' Taking
advantage of the verb position is another quality of
effective writing. Active verbs propel a reader through
the sentence. Zinsser says. Try to limit your use of
linking verbs (forms of "to be") and use action verbs
instead. Often nominals (verbs changed into nouns.

-,sually by appending a "tion" to the end) can be
..:hangedinto verb forms.

Of course. if an author formats every single sentence
according to the same formula. then the writing will

sound mechanical. The trick is to vary the writing to
keep it interesting. However, be sure that for your
important sentences you take advantage of the natural
position of emphasis in both the sentence and the
paragraph.

The Structure of the Paragraph
In science, journal or business writing, the first
sentence of every paragraph should contain the main
idea of the paragraph. We teachers call it the topic
sentence. Think of the topic sentence as a bucket.
When you write a topic sentence, you are giving your
reader a bucket. Now he or she has the proper context
into which to put the information that follows- the
water - be it support for the topic sentence,
background. data. additional information, or other.
The last part of the analogy is the handle on the
bucket. Give your readers a means to carry around the
bucket of information by suggesting the importance or
relevance of information in that particular context.
Suggest what your readers should do with the
information. Given that reading is a passive activity.
authors must take the initiative and suggest the
significance of their information.

Of course. in a formal study there is an entire section
for "significance" comments, the discussion and
conclusions, and such sentences would be
inappropriate elsewhere in the study. But for a review
article, a grant proposal, a letter to the editor, or most
other forms, the last sentence of the paragraph is an
excellent place to drive your message home by
addressing its application or iIIlPortance.

The importance of image~and concrete, tangible
words in writing cannot be overlooked. Images are the
building blocks of memory. and overusing abstract
terms. or using them exclusively, hinders reader
comprehension. Consider the one~twopunch structure
of the paragmph: the point~example. For every point.
give an example of it and consider suggesting why it's
relevant."
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The Structure of the Manuscript:
Form Follows Function

In writing. form follows function and authors should
devise a format that is capable of best conveying their
information. Good authors teach their readers how to

read their article in the very first paragraph by setting
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up (and following) certain conventions. Fortunately,
there are established formats set up for your use. These
formats are best followed if authors have written out

and played with and knocked around their ideas
beforehand - freewriting - so that they have some
degree of control over what they want to say when
transferring ideas into a specific form.

As you put y~ur manuscript into its appropriate
form, look closely'qt the journal to which you plan to
submit. Different journals have different. ways of
presenting their articles. Adapt your manuscript to
your journal's format and style.

The Writing Process
One of the best ways to manage your writing project
efficiently is to make a timeline:

. Freewrite or brainstorm

. Read the journal to familiarize yourself with its

agenda and readership
. Do literature search
. Put ideas onto notecards or computer files

. Find best organization for your manuscript

. Consult models of similar projects

. If writing with others, decide who does what and
when it is due. Decide first author, second

author, etc.

. Develop hypothesis

. Get feedback on methods - consult statistician if
needed

. Do research study

. Write paper

. Get feedback

. Revise paper

Are your colleagues also actively working on
manuscripts? If so, consider having a regular meeting
to give feedback on each other's writing, much like a
journal club. Enlist the help of an author's editor,
someone with an English or literature background who
can look closely at the grammar and structure and not
be distracted by the science.

The Publishing Process
Youcan work on getting your piece published by
doing some homework about the journal and its
readership:

. Read the journals; identify styles, topics, issues,
editorial agendas

. Write query letters

. Imitate format and style of the journal you wish to
submit your manuscript

. Check information to authors page

. Write cover letter stating why the article is of
interest to readers

. Submit

In medicine you can only submit a given manuscript to
one journal at a time, and journal editors and their
staffs are still swamped with manuscripts. An author's
goal should be to prepare a paper that is as close as
possible to the journal's conventions and style, one
that clearly states how its information can benefit
readers.

Test of Reasoning
When writing their paper, authors should remember
the rationale behind the format for the original study:
How the Objective must state the conflict directly,
how the Methods should be designed to answer the
question in the Objective, how the Results must flow
directly from the Methods, and how every Conclusion
must be based on the Results.

Structure of a Formal Study

Discussion

Conclusions

For each conclusion, the reader should be able to trace
back and find the result that let to the conclusion, the
method that allowed for the result, and the objective
that justified creation of the method in the first place.
The trick to "Casella's Test of Reasoning" is to work
backwards through the study. If you work backwards
through the study, then missing pieces of information
and shaky lines of reasoning stand out more clearly.
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Conclusions

This test works not only for the formal study but for
any format. Simply identify the format of your article
and make sure that you account for the flow of
information and reasoning in each section of the
format. For additional information about the format of

different types of medical articles, see How to Writeand
PublishPapersin theMedicalSciences,by Edward Huth,
MD (Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins, 1990. ISBN O~
683~O4271~8)

Please remember that journal editors want you to
~ succeed.They like to receive submissionsthat are well,

written, well~thought out, and well~researched. If you
get a rejection, youshould not be disappointed; instead
view the rejection as an opportunity to improve the
content of your ideas. Use the comments to make a
better manuscript.

In closing, writing efficiently and effectively is a skill
that can be practiced and honed and used to effect a
better understanding of the mysteries that pervade
healthcare. All it takes is a measured approach to a
project, a trust in the process of writing, an awareness
in the needs of the readers, and the wiUingness to
solicit feedback and rewrite and revise. I'd wish you
luck, but luck has little to do with it. I wish you good
perseverance instead.

Paul Casella is a writer, teacher, editor and producer.

In addition to his work leading seminars, he works as a

Consultant to the Faculty of the University of Iowa

College of Medicine .

Suggested Reading
Ziru;ser W. Writing to Learn. New York: Harper
& Row, 1980.
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