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Good writing requires 
lots of reading

No secrete recipe
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• Choose a good title: The title invites a potential reader to 
pick up your paper/proposal and read it further.
• You could think of your title as the shortest possible summary of your 

paper.The elevator story!

• Work towards effortless reading.
• Remember that your work competes for reader’s attention with an ocean of 

published material. A story that reads effortlessly improves your competitive 
position, but you also need to tell readers why they should spend their time reading 
your work, rather than somebody else’s.
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• Know your readership: whom are you writing to?

• Know and Address the weakness of your proposal and 
offer contingency plans whenever appropriate.

• Try our best to make inter-independent AIMs.

• Ask colleagues to read and comment on your proposal;

• If you propose specific methods, collaborations, be sure to 
show/describe them (preliminary data, literature, collaboration letters…).
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• Remember: most people are lazy (or busy)
…Think, for example, on how people read e-mails…

Reviewers might have lots of proposals to go through:

Help them out by highlighting:
• What you want to do;
• Why it is important.
• Use schematics…

• Don’t be lazy
…Read carefully the guidelines for the funding program you’re 

applying to…
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• Few readers will invest the effort to read trough a paper 
unless its importance is established explicitly right 
up front.

Text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text 
text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text 
text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text 
text In this proposal we will address …text text text text text text text 
text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text 
text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text text 
text text text text text text text text text text text text text text

Write a compelling summary/abstract
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A Story Summary consist of answers to the following nine 

queries about your work and your story:

1.What is the central question?

2.Why is this question important?

3.What data are needed to answer this question?

4.What methods are used to get those data?

5.What analysis must be applied for the data to answer 

the central question?

6.What data were obtained?

7.What were the results of the analyses?

8.How did the analysis answered the central question?

9.What does this answer tell us about the broader field?
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Reading
flow

• Work towards effortless 
reading.



One or two sentences providing a 
basic introduction to the field, 

comprehensive to a scientist in 
any discipline.

Two or more sentences of more 
detailed background. 

Comprehensive to scientists in 
related disciplines.

One sentence clearly stating the 
general problem being addressed 

by this particular study

One sentence summarising the 
main results (with the words 

“Here we show”, or their 
equivalent.

Two or three sentences 
explaining what the main results 

reveal in direct comparison to 
what was thought to be the case 

previously, or how the main 
results adds to previous 

knowledge.

Help out your reader, by 
defining terms that you think 

they might now know so 
much about

Use the title to draw attention 
to the problem/topic and main 

findings

Why?
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Frequencies in peripheral blood (x 
106/mL)

Total # of publications
(immunity and cell type)

The immune functions of platelets are largely 
understudied

When using schemes/figures
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Preliminary data

• Grants are reviewed by scientists, and they like DATA;

• Good data, as close as possible to what you would 
publish; 

• Do not overstate your data.



Giving a talk can open doors to new 
collaborations, increase your chances 
of funding success and make it more 
likely that other people will respond 
to your ideas. But scientific pres-

entations are too often confusing, boring 
and overstuffed. Here are some suggestions, 
based on our experience as speakers, audience 
members and presentation trainers, that could 
make your next conference talk or seminar 
more enjoyable, engaging and effective.
 
Read the room. People who turn up to a depart-
mental lecture have different levels of interest 
and expertise compared with colleagues who 
attend specialist conferences in your field. If 
you treat all audiences as if they were the same, 
many people will leave dissatisfied.

Prepare an ‘advance scouting’ report: before 
you start work on your talk, make a short 

appraisal of your audience. What’s the setting 
of your presentation and how many people are 
likely to attend? What do they already know 
about the topic? Do they hold any preconcep-
tions about your research that you‘ll need to 
work against? The more you know about that 
particular group, the better your chances of 
crafting a presentation that will stay with them 
afterwards.

Be clear about your main message. Getting 
the subject of your work across is usually 
easy. Homing in on one central point and 
making certain the audience will remember 
it afterwards is vastly harder. 

Before working on your slides, write down 
the main message you want to communicate 
in one or two sentences. Then, be ruthless: 
include only slides that support your central 
thread. 

Deliver your takeaway at the start. Your 
audience’s attention will be greatest at the 
beginning. Use your opening minute to state 
the single key message of your talk. Avoid jar-
gon or technical details — those can come later 
if necessary — so that everyone can understand 
what you’re sharing and why it matters. 

Make a plan. Don’t be tempted to exhume 
and reanimate an old PowerPoint deck. 
Doing so often leads to an overflowing pres-
entation hampered by poor organization, 
too many extraneous slides and a confused 
or non-existent message.

Storyboard your presentation.  Film 
productions use storyboards — sets of illustra-
tions arranged in sequence — to visualize the 
plot before filming and to help decide which 
actors, sets or effects are needed to bring it 
to life. Likewise, you could plan your talk by 
drawing rough sketches of possible visual aids 
in a notebook, or on sticky notes that you can 
quickly rearrange. Before you spend time pro-
ducing slides, determine which visual aids are 
absolutely essential to telling your story.

Be kind to your audience. Many scientific 
conferences last an entire week, with attendees 
sitting through dozens of talks each day. Men-
tal fatigue is inevitable, and presenters should 
do all they can to make content easy to engage 
with and digest. 

Allow your audience to listen, not read. The 
average adult can read approximately twice 
as fast as most people speak. So don’t jam 
slides full of words and then treat them as a 
script for your talk: your audience will have 
finished reading long before you can read 
each slide aloud, and will become bored and 
impatient while waiting for you to catch up. 
Too often, audience members are forced to 
choose between listening to the speaker and 
reading the on-screen text. Instead, use text 
sparingly. Highlight only those few keywords 
that amplify, not repeat, what you’re saying.

Use pictures to connect on a human level. 
Photographs of your laboratory, study 
specimens or field sites will help your audience 
connect with your work. Remember, humans 
are better able to retain information that is 
seen rather than heard. 

Create visuals for the back row. Avoid 
complicated graphs and tables. Speakers 
who say “I know you can’t see this but…” are 
implicitly expecting the audience to take 

BOOSTING THE 
SIGNAL
Try these simple strategies to deliver better 
talks. By Scott St. George and Michael White
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Good writing requires 
lots of reading

There is no secrete recipe.


