
Writing Science 
in Plain English

1



• Anne E. Greene is a 
biologist and teaches 
scientific writing in the 
Wildlife Biology Program at 
The University of Montana

• Main text is 86 pages

• Exercises at the end of most 
chapters

• Appendix for defintions
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*This presentation is mostly direct 
quotes from this book



Why write science in plain English?

• “Scientific writing is unnecessarily dry, difficult to read, 
obscure, and ambiguous.” – David Porush

• “Obscure, convoluted, jargonistic, or impenetrable.”– Editor of 
Science Signaling

• Poor scientific writing:
• Hinders the flow of ideas across disciplines

• Makes it difficult to apply discoveries from one field to another

• Causes decline in science literacy and gap b/w scientists and general 
public
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What this talk will cover
• Before you write
• Audience
• Register
• Tone

• Tell a story
• Abstract nouns
• Strong verbs
• Place subject and verb close together

• Active vs. passive voice
• Choose your words with care
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A few definitions
Nouns

• Name persons, places, things, or ideas 
• Act as subjects and objects in sentences

Verbs
• Show action or state of being

Adjectives
• Describe or modify nouns or pronouns

Adverbs
• Modify verbs, adjectives, other adverbs, or whole sentences

Prepositions
• Show position in space and time (in, under, above, below, at, after, before, until, for, with, by, on, of, as, like)

Subject
• What you write your sentence about. (Ask “who?” or “what?” in front of the verb)

Object
• A noun that receives the action of the verb. (Ask “who?” or “what?” after the verb)
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Before you write
Decide who you are writing for, how formal 
you should be, and the attitude you want to 
project
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Audience
• Put yourself in their shoes
• They are trying to understand 

you, but don’t know what you 
know
• If you are unsure of your 

audience, err on the 
conservative side
• Envision a larger audience–

one that is not as well 
informed as you are – and 
write for them.
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Register

Informal Popular Conventional Abstract

• Conversational
• Emotional

• Popular science 
magazines

• Has characters 
that readers can 
visualize

• Clear and easy to 
understand

• Few technical 
terms 

• Clearly written journal 
articles, theses, and 
proposals

• Broad scientific audience
• Story with identifiable 

characters that do things
• Verbs in active voice
• Emotionally neutral
• Assumes reader is 

familiar with some 
technical terms

• Unclear, wordy, 
pompous

• No main characters
• No story element
• Passive
• More technical terms
• Long strings of 

nouns
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Describes where your writing falls on the continuum from informal to formal



Register

Informal

…

9

Abstract

…



Register

Conventional
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Popular

…



Tone

• Tone is the writer’s attitude 
toward themself, their 
subject, and their audience
• Influences how the audience 

feels about you and your 
subject
• Persuade: adopt a tone that 

projects confidence rather 
than doubt

arrogant

dismissive

timid
confident

energetic dull

cynical

optimistic
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Tone

Excitement, confidenceWeak, tentative
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Tell a story
We can hang complex ideas on the scaffolding 
of good, simples stores and make our science 
as exciting to our audience as it is to us
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Make characters subjects and their 
actions verbs

• The more concrete the 
characters and the more 
vigorous their actions, the
better the story

Tangible, concrete nouns

sandstone aspen trees

T cells
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Limit the use of abstract nouns

• Rather than choosing 
concrete characters as 
subjects, many scientific 
writers choose abstract 
nouns
• Abstract nouns come from 

verbs and sometimes 
adjectives
• Abstract nouns name 

intangible things such as 
ideas, emotions, or qualities
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I sound 
sophisticated!

I’m bewildered          
and in a daze

Person using abstract nouns
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17
Tête, 1913, Pablo Picasso Girl with a Pearl Earring, 1665, Johannes Vermeer



Verbs in disguise:
• Behave -> behavioral (adjective)
• Respond -> responses (object of a preposition)
• Vary -> to vary (infinitive, acts as an object)
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Change behavioral to 
behave:

Subject is an abstract noun

Verb, but does a poor 
job describing what 

the subject does

Objects of the 
preposition



19

You can revise many sentences that have abstract nouns as subjects by 
substituting the scientist(s) themselves

Who does the 
accumulating?

Subject 
(scientists)

Abstract noun back to verb form

Replaces utility and cause

More abstract nouns

abstract



Use strong verbs
• When we change verbs into 

abstract nouns, we rob our 
sentences of strong verbs
• Strong verbs enliven a 

reader’s interest by making 
connections between the 
characters in a sentence and 
the things they act upon
• We often substitute weak 

verbs that describe our 
characters’ actions poorly or 
not at all
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was were

Be and have are especially weak verbs

isare



• Introduce a concrete character as the subject
• Convert the abstract nouns back into strong verbs

A crisper, more direct sentence
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Place subjects and verbs close together
• Readers identify the subject 

then immediately look for the 
verb that describes what that 
character is doing.
• The closer the verb is to the 

subject, the clearer the 
sentence.
• If there are more than 6 or 7 

words b/w the subject and 
verb, readers forget what the 
subject was and have to go 
back.

Subject Verb
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• 25 words 
between 
subject and 
verb!

• People ignore 
the words in 
between
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Favor the active voice
Voice describes whether the subject of the 
sentence is doing the action or receiving the 
action. 
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Active vs. Passive
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•When the subject of a sentence does the action, the 
verb is in active voice.

•When the subject receives the action, the verb is in 
passive voice.



• The subject is the biologist, and the verb is counted.
• The biologist does the counting, so the verb is active.

• The subject is caribou, and the verb is were counted.
• The caribou received the counting, so the verb is passive.
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Active voice

Passive voice



Active vs. Passive
Active voice
• Sentences in active voice 

reflect the way we speak to 
each other every day
• Easy to follow
• Fewer words
• Have a direct character-action-
goal order
• Forces you to name the 

characters of your stories

Passive voice
• Characters go unnamed
• Typically a be verb before a form 

of the main verb that often ends 
in  –ed or –en. 
• Many have a by phrase, which 

explains who is doing the action
• These extra words can make 

sentences 30% longer than active 
sentences!
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Clearer, more direct, shorter

Hypothesis receives the 
act of supporting

The be verb

Cut out the be verb (is)

Reduce 
prepositional 
phrase by the 
observations to 
observing
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Subject is an abstract noun 

passive, weak verb (has 
been related) 

• Survivorship, mortality, 
feedbacks = abstract 
nouns

• 8 words separate 
subject and verb

• “plant-soil biota 
feedbacks” = long, 
incomprehensible string

• Who are the characters 
in the story and what are 
they doing?

• Use the scientists as 
concrete subjects

• Use stronger, active 
verbs

• Try to break up long 
string “negative plant-
soil biota feedbacks”



Proper uses of passive voice
• To keep the same or similar subjects in a series of sentences 

in a paragraph
• Passive voice can help you compose a sentence where the 

action that was done is important, but who did it was not
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Active Passive



Choose your 
words with care
Reduce the temptation to use Latin- or 
French-based words 
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Use short words instead of long ones
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• Your message will be clearer 
and have more impact

subsequent vs. next

temporal vs. in time

terminate vs. end



Keep terms the same

• Many scientists believe 
repeating the same term for an 
important character makes their 
writing boring or repetitive
• Using different terms risks 

confusing the readers who think 
they mean different things
• Consistent terms are essential 

for navigating new, complex 
information
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grazers vs. herbivore community 
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Rethink technical terms

• Use specialized technical 
terms only when you are sure 
that all your readers will 
understand them (i.e. DNA
and 3-D)
• When in doubt, be 

conservative and define your 
technical terms or leave them 
out
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Omit needless words

• Our goal as writers should be to express our ideas with no 
surplus words, omitting what our readers can easily infer
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Redundancy
• Most needless words that 

inflate scientific writing are 
redundant
• Can be cut with no harm to the 

message
• Don’t repeat yourself using 

slightly different wording
• Don’t put excess detail
• Try to substitute a word for a 

phrase
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Vary the length of your sentences

• A string of long sentences (30+ words) is difficult to get 
through
• A string of short sentences (10 words or less) is choppy
• A string of medium-length sentences (15-25 words) is 

monotonous
• We tend to write medium to long sentences and to maintain 

the same sentence length throughout the whole document
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Summary

• Before you write: think about register, 
tone, and audience
• Tell a compelling story: make concrete 

characters the subjects which do strong 
verbs (favor active voice and not 
abstract nouns)
• Choose your words with care: use short 

words, minimize technical terms, omit 
needless words, and vary the lengths of 
your sentences
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Don’t have time to go over…
• Old information and new information 

(where to put it in sentences)
• Make lists parallel
• Design your paragraphs

• Issue
• Development
• Conclusion

• Arrange your paragraphs
• Chronological order
• General to specific
• Least important to most important
• Problem to solution
• Compare and contrast
• Transition words revisited
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