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Casual views on writing 
and the publication process

Mark S. Johnson
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Strunk & White

• Elements of Style, 1918 (ca. 5$ at Amazon)

• http://www.bartleby.com/141/

• Simple and only a few rules to guide you
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Doolittle’s Rules

• “Revise, revise, revise”

• “Remember Rule 13” (S&W)
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The abstract

• 1-2 sentences background

• 1-2 sentences on the problem addressed

• 1-2 sentences on the key results

• 1-2 sentences on the interpretation, 
meaning and/or importance

• Apply rule 13 and revise, revise, revise
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Rules in Finland
• Cross out all of the articles (the, a, an) and put them in all the 

other places (well, almost)

• An/a use by +/- presence of vowel sound: “a harmless goat” 
versus “an honorable man”; an ‘m’, a man

• Cross out “Also” at the beginning of sentences and change to 
“too” at the very end

• If it is still true today, use present tense; else it implies no 
longer valid

• Word order often reversed

• Flipping between British english (more double consonants) to 
American english (z in realize, etc) 
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Publishing
• Do the research

• Write it up for a journal (or presentation)

• Get OK’s from all participants

• Give credits to those that deserve it, funders too

• Select a journal and follow the style and limits

• Submit (coauthor approved) and wait for the 
reviews

• Revise the text, do additional experiments, 
addressing criticisms (involve coauthors)

• In the worst case, resubmit elsewhere
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Beware of the coauthor
• “I did not proof my section because I 

thought you would do it”

• “I also did not proof my section ...”

• Me: “Where did this text come from?”

• Don’t just accept material blindly from 
coauthors, dig into it and understand it, 
and get it reworked

• “I never proof the references”
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The Reviewer

• One of 2-3 volunteers invited by the 
editor, but often those that you suggest

• Generally given 2 weeks but often the 
reviews are returned late

• Private comments to the editor and public 
comments to the authors
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What I hate, part I 
• Text that requires days to review because it 

is written badly and you cannot be sure ...

• English as a second language

• Quite often, text that is hard to follow 
and understand (rules 9 and 10!)

• Complicated phenomena with lots of 
hidden assumptions, poorly presented
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Swinglish and Finglish

• When I write in finnish or swedish I get a 
native to proof my text before I submit it

• You should do the same with english, even 
if english is your native language

• After a while you become blind to your 
own text – A second pair of eyes can point 
out other issues with the writing
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A lack of clarity

• If the reviewer cannot follow the logic, how in 
the hella can you expect others to do so - a 
clear reason for rejection

• Aim for

• Crystal clear statements

• Break down complicated issues to simplify

• Use numbered lists, tables and figures to 
help explain difficult issues

a Rule 13
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The Easter Egg Hunt

• Clue 1 to my research is in reference 29

• Methods are in papers 7 and 8 (and 8 
refers to reference 16)

• The message: “Go read them if you want to 
follow this paper ...”

• (“Argo ....”)
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What I hate, part II

• Shoddy computational work (experimental 
work)

• Absolute abuse/incompetence in 
responsible use of molecular models and 
other computational techniques

• Lack of understanding of the basis for a 
technique and the underlying caveats
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A little of this, a little of 
that

• Punch buttons on a variety of programs

• Suggest that they support the results

• Then you realize that a collection of web-
based tools were used regardless of 
whether they were pertinent to the 
problem
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Cyclic and mistaken arguments

• “The model must be correct because it looks 
like the X-ray (or NMR) structure I based it 
on”

• “My model A, based on X-ray of A, shows a key 
change in the conformation of residue L257”

• “According to Procheck, the model is perfect!”

• ‘I ran “whatsit” and it says it looks like a real 
protein structure’

• “My docking indicated there are over 37 
different sites possible for ATP binding”
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Authors that are out of 
their depth

• Lack of competence is evident

• Lack of awareness of the caveats associated 
with a technique

• Lack of guidance to a reader on realistic 
and self-critical interpretations

• I am always amazed when authors are 
clearly working in a new area and they 
really have done the background 
investigation, and they know the pitfalls
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What I hate, part III

• Advertisements with no added value

• “Here are my results! Give me a prize!”

• No self-criticism or reflection

• “My results are absolutely the answer!”

• Photocopy crystallography
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What I try to do, part I

• Give extensive corrections (the english has 
got to be right sometimes in order for the 
paper to go forward)

• Point out details that the authors surely 
have but which they are keeping from the 
reader even though they are needed
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What I try to do, part II

• Check for republishing of the same material

• Check for malpractice by omission (no 
credit to earlier works) or credit to only 
late “re-discoverers”

• Nowadays, terrible for pre-web papers

• They can be obtained, but we are lazy?

• It’s criminal
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What I try to do, part III
• Spot check the paper for plagiarism

• Examine the paper carefully for suitability 
of the methods

• Check for absolute nonsense (sometimes 
you just cannot believe what you read)

• Ask for clarifications and more data if it can 
help get the paper to a publishable state
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What I like to see

• Clear appreciation of the levels of confidence 
on the results and interpretations

• Clear descriptions of the assumptions

• Appreciation of other explanations and where 
the interpretation may be wrong

• Careful use of language to distinguish facts 
from suppositions

• A mature and balanced treatment
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What I often see

• Confidence that is unjustified

• Single-minded views

• Facts and wishes that are indistinguishable 
in the authors’ minds

• An ego-centric publication aiming to 
advertise
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In the end
• My opinion is not necessary agreed to by the other 

reviewer or the editor

• I try to give the benefit of the doubt but require revisions 
almost always because I want to make sure the paper is 
improved

• I try not to set additional requirements in a second review 
unless parts could not be understood in the first review

• Reviewers do appreciate greatly that the authors took into 
account the criticisms and made corrections

• Reviewers also accept that they may have misunderstood, 
but then the authors should have written clearer text

• Reviewers are not always ethical; reviews can hurt
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Scientific Misconduct in 
Publications

• A rich area for discussion

• Occurs all of the time

• Fraud, duplicate publication, plagiarism, 
carelessness
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From Fig. 2
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From Fig. 2, year 2000 paper

From Fig. 6, year 2000 paper
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Fraudsters and the careless seek high impact; 
plagiarists seek to hide out in lower impact journals
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Retraction requires discovery and then action
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Fraudulent papers do damage over time
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Citations, 
retractions of 

serial 
fraudsters
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Fraud is increasing
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Fraud mainly in the 
most competitive 

countries

Plagiarism and 
duplicate 

publication is more 
widespread
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A serial criminal: do it once, do it often
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Naoki Mori: 36 retracted works
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Retraction Watch
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Retraction Watch
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Retraction Watch
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Has been rehired, and is publishing his gels again
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