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AGENDA

Scientific Writing Course

Overview of the training

This training covers all aspects of the scientific publication process, including peer review and response. It will be extremely intensive with many exercises. Participants are expected to engage fully in the course from 9 am to 5 pm each day; there may be homework in the evenings in preparation for the following day.

We will spend the first two days discussing the general principles of writing for publication in the scientific press, covering issues of ethics, incentives and review processes as well as the details of how to write a paper.

From the third day, participants will begin to put into practice what they have learned, working on their own papers as well as with continued exercises. They will have help from mentors and trainers. There will also be an active peer review process throughout the course, so participants will be able to comment on the work of their colleagues, and benefit from the added perspective that their colleagues can bring to their own work. 

The training aims to increase skills in scientific paper-writing in general, rather than to produce specific papers for publication. However participants are invited to continue to collaborate with their mentors after the training to finalise papers that may be submitted for publication.

Agenda

Classroom work will run from 9.00 to 17.00 each day, with a one hour break for lunch, and a short coffee break in the morning and the afternoon.

Day 1:
Scientific publication: So what?

Guided discussion: Scientific publication: So what?

We’ll start by examining the reasons for scientific publication. Communication of study results is only part of the picture – other important issues such as academic recognition and funding possibilities push us to publish, but sometimes influence what we publish and where. We’ll discuss how to choose your message by pinpointing the most valuable research results. And we’ll look at how to choose the right messenger; journals and sections within journals differ, and some are better for certain audiences than others.

Talk: The publication process: what to expect

A walk-through of the publication process from deciding what to publish through preparation and submission of manuscripts to rejection, resubmission, peer review, revision, publication (rejoicing!).

Exercise: Participants will be given a variety of abstracts and short descriptions of scientific research. They will be asked to discuss which studies appear to be worth publishing, what sort of article would be most appropriate, and what sort of publication the authors should aim for. Participants will be chosen at random to present their critiques.

Talk and guided discussion: ethical issues in scientific publication

An introduction to ethics in science and publication including legal issues, consent procedures, disclosure rules and authorship. The discussion may cover issues of particular interest in the southeast Asian context, including the potential conflicts in ethical approval or regulatory regimes, relationship with foreign scientists and funders, issues of sovereignty in science, issues of seniority.

Homework: Participants will be given papers to read, and asked to prepare a critical review for presentation on Day 3.

Day 2: 
The architecture of a good paper

Talk: The building blocks of a scientific paper

A quick overview of the elements of a good scientific publication, including structure, language, presentation and checklists of essential elements.

Talk: Methods and results

The methods and results sections ought to be the easiest part of a paper to write. However there is an art to doing them well; it is mostly in deciding how much detail is necessary and appropriate. We’ll talk about the relative merits of tables, figures and texts in the results section, which to use when, and why. Tips for good data presentation.

Exercise: Participants will be given an abstract and data tables, and will work in groups to develop a results section of a paper. The results will be circulated to other groups for peer review.

Talk: Introduction, discussion, references

Researchers are interested in their study results, but journals are interested in what they mean. To give a study meaning, it must be put in context. The introduction sets the research in context and the discussion sets the results in context. We examine how to make both compelling. 

Referencing other scientists’ work is an important part of both the introduction and the discussion. It is expected that participants are familiar with efficient search techniques, including PubMed and Web of Science searching, and with reference management software such as EndNotes and Zotero. If requested, we can provide a refresher session on these on Friday morning.

Exercise: Participants will be given introductions to two papers, and will work in groups to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each.

Homework: Participants will work on a draft outline of the paper they have chosen to write, and prepare the introduction and methods sections.

Day 3: Putting it in to practice: mentors' presence requested from 10.30 - 17.00

Group discussion and critical presentation: Good papers and bad

In the light of what they have learned in the last two days, participants will discuss in small groups the critical analysis they prepared as homework on Day 1. One groups will be chosen at random to present their critical analysis; participants will discuss.

10.30: Participant presentations and peer review: So what?

Participants will present the background to their work, the proposed subject of their paper, the proposed target journal and format. They will also present the methods section prepared as homework. Trainers, mentors and peers will give feedback.

Work on papers

In the light of the early peer review session and with input from trainers and mentors, participants will work to develop their own papers for publication. Today's work will focus on structuring the results section and developing the discussion. 

Day 4: Getting the paper in shape: mentors' presence requested from 10.30 - 17.00

Talk: The importance of abstracts, titles and keywords

Because of electronic searching and archiving methods, billions of computer searchers will see your keywords, millions of people may see your title, and thousands may look at your abstract. The number that actually read your paper will depend on how well you write those apparently less important things.

Exercise: Participants will be given a short paper and asked to write an abstract and title. 

10.30: Participant presentations and peer review: results and discussion

Participants will present a revised outline of their paper if necessary, together with the results section and discussion. Trainers, mentors and peers will give feedback.

Work on papers

Participants will by now have had feedback on all sections of their paper. With additional input from trainers and mentors, participants will work on perfecting their papers in the light of all the comments.

Day 5: Peer review
Talk: Submission of papers: the bits we forget

The process of paper submission is getting both easier (because of technology) and more difficult (because of more stringent ethical requirements). This talk will review all the things that must be in place before a paper can be submitted. We'll also talk about some of the changes which are expected in the years to come and how it will affect your submissions.

If requested: Talk: literature searchers and reference management

If participants feel they would like a refresher session on literature searching and the use of reference management software, and assuming that the IT set-up at the training centre allows, this can be provided (please tell Elizabeth by Tuesday evening if you would like this session, and exercises, since there may be software issues to sort out).

Group work: responding to reviewers: Participants will team up to discuss the comments on a paper from peer reviewers, and to prepare responses. 

Peer review: How this course could be improved.

Participants are asked to say, openly and/or anonymously, what they consider to be the strengths and weaknesses of this course, what material might be left out, and what gaps need to be filled to make it more useful for future participants.

What this course does NOT cover

This course is designed for practicing research scientists who already have a good grasp of research methods, statistical analysis etc. It is not intended to provide information about study design or statistical methods, although participants may discuss these issues in their interaction with mentors. While we will cover the basics of clear communication, the course does not provide training in English language skills or the specifics of technical writing.

