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As an undergraduate geology student at Cornell University in the late 1970s, I had no 

idea that writing would become an integral part of my scientifi c career. I didn’t like to 

write, and fi gured that as a scientist, I wouldn’t need to put pen to paper very often. I took 

only the mandatory minimum number of writing courses and was more concerned with 

math and science than improving my writing skills. Little did I know that as my career 

progressed, I would need to write more and more—and then some more. Had I under-

stood the signifi cance to a scientist of crafting clear prose, perhaps I would have gritted 

my teeth and struggled through an expository writing course or two. Now, when I talk to 

students about my career and answer their inevitable questions about what subjects they 

should study to become a scientist, they are often stunned that writing classes are high on 

my recommended list.

Putting together an issue of this magazine inevitably prompts thoughts about the im-

portance of writing clearly, especially when trying to communicate to a broad audience. 

The rules, as Mark Twain once wrote, are obvious: “avoid slovenliness of form,” “use the 

right word, not its second cousin” and “eschew surplusage.” But for many of us, translat-

ing the results of our exciting research from technical language into prose that non-ex-

perts can understand and appreciate can be a daunting and burdensome prospect. Ulti-

mately, however, devoting the time and effort to translating our work for a broader audi-

ence is essential to building support for our work. The non-expert we are trying to reach 

may simply be a colleague down the hall who studies the deep Earth rather than the deep 

ocean. Or, the reader may be a scientist in a different fi eld who may collaborate with you 

on a multidisciplinary project. Away from universities, another reader may be a senior 

staffer on a congressional science committee who studied history in college, but helps 

make decisions about the allocation of billions of dollars of science funding. Whomever 

your words are directed to, writing clearly for non-technical publications makes you a 

more effective advocate for oceanography and for your specialty. 

One last thought. While clear writing is essential to effective communication, by itself it 

isn’t necessarily suffi cient. In an age where more and more members of our audience were 

raised staring not just at television but also at video-game consoles and fl at-screen com-

puter monitors, visual presentation counts for a lot. There’s a good reason why one pro-

fessor has made a small fortune writing books and teaching seminars on the visual display 

of quantitative information. Good-quality graphics are essential for conveying ideas, and 

often are the fi rst or only things someone will look at when fl ipping through a magazine 

or journal. Remember to take high-resolution photos of your lab, special equipment, or 

fi eld work, preferably with people in them. Use color wherever possible in your fi gures. 

Make sure the font size is readable when reduced to size for the published document. And, 

of course, write a good fi gure caption.
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