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Writing an Effective Scientific Article

So, you've decided to write an article for Tech Talk, Contemporary Topics, or Comparative Medicine, but you can't decide what to write, where to start or how to get the words together to make a coherent sentence. You need to make a few decisions on “what,” “who,” and “how” to get your thoughts together. 

WHAT

First you must decide what you would like to write about. Is it:

· an explanation of a technique?

· a description of a situation in your facility?

· a procedure that you find helpful?

· an anecdote about something that enlightened you? 

· a more effective and efficient method? 

· a less stressful handling/restraint technique? 

· a unique machine, cage, or facility design? 

· a recipe for success? 

The list is endless.

You can figure out what to write just by having conversations with colleagues, learning something new, or overcoming a challenging situation. Anything that you have found helpful in your daily routine or that you feel is worthwhile to present to colleagues is acceptable for submission. Even a negative or stressful situation offers a lesson to be learned! It’s all right if you feel your topic may be controversial in nature; be courageous and submit it anyway! To get feedback on your idea, contact your Branch’s Technician Branch Representative (TBR) or Committee on Technician Awareness and Development (CTAD) District Representative. All of these people will be more than happy to help you make article become the best that it can be. We want your article to make it to publication! 

WHO

Who are your readers going to be? Will they be:

· veterinary technicians who perform surgical techniques and medical treatments? 

· animal husbandry technicians who change cages and make daily observations of the animals? 

· veterinarians who need detailed information about regulations, experimental procedures, and other complex issues?

· management personnel who need to provide guidance and instructions to their staff? 

· scientists who perform the protocols?

This question will likely be answered as you decide what your topic will be. But you must make certain that the language of the article conforms to the comprehension level and specific interests of the target reader. Again, you can give your local TBR or District CTAD representatives a call if you need help!

Now that you've figured out what to write about and who your target audience will be, you need to decide how to start your article. 

HOW

Basically, you should determine exactly what you would like to accomplish by presenting this article to your target audience. Are you making your position known on a controversial issue? Are you explaining steps in a Standard Operating Procedure about the proper use of disinfectants in a mouse room? Are you discussing methods to provide helpful organizational skills for busy individuals? These ideas might help:

· Create an outline: A good way to get your thoughts together is to create an outline first. Get your main points and categories down on paper and arrange them in logical order before you start the bulk of your writing. This will help you collect similar topic items together and it will save you tons of time editing and changing paragraphs later. 

· Use a tape recorder: Another way to gather your thoughts is by recording your article on a tape recorder. Have a friend help you read aloud what you have written. Having someone else read it is a good idea because if it does not make sense to them or is difficult to read, then it may appear to other readers the same way. See how it sounds when being played back. Make any changes and re-record as necessary until it makes sense and flows well. Then transfer the finished product to paper or computer disk. 

Choose whichever way works better for you. When you are satisfied with your preliminary results, it's time to begin writing the article itself. Take each portion of your outline or draft and begin placing it in paragraph format. Take your time. Try to write as simply and as directly as possible. Once the article is written, read it over with the following questions in mind:

· Does it make sense? 

· Does it flow logically? 

· Is the appropriate information being included for the target audience? 

· Is there anything that is not necessary, off-topic, or redundant that can be removed? 

· Are some parts relevant, but would be better suited for another area of content within the article?

You cannot expect to prepare an article—even a relatively short one—in one shot without checking and re-checking it numerous times. As I wrote these "helpful hints," I’ve read them over and over. It has been spell-checked, grammar-checked (by computer and humans) and read by several colleagues to check for soundness of content. It is sometimes helpful to wait a few days (or weeks!) before rereading your article—this helps you to look at what you’ve written with a fresh eye.

Review and revision is an ongoing process when writing any article. There are no shortcuts, and you will probably even want to throw in the towel a couple of times, too. But if you hang in there and get it to the point of submission to one of the editorial committees, you have knocked several bricks out of the wall. Now you just have to persevere with the editing portion of the process to break on through to the other side. 

Be aware that space limitations and deadlines for submission may force the editorial committee to put your article on a waiting list, so do not become discouraged. Most publishers prefer to have a bank of articles waiting to make it to the publications from talented authors-to-be. 

When all is said and done, you will have published your article, gained recognition for the topic you are writing about, and earned Continuing Education Units (CEUs) for your efforts!

Here are some other helpful hints: 

· Find a quiet area to write down ideas so you won't be interrupted

· Keep a dictionary and thesaurus handy! A medical dictionary may also be useful.

· Keep any relevant reference material close by to avoid delays searching for them. 

· If you have access to the Internet, you may find the following resources helpful:

· Dictionary: www.dictionary.com. This site searches several dictionaries at once, including CancerWEB's On-line Medical Dictionary. The home page also has links to Roget’s Thesaurus, resources for grammar and style, a translation tool, and other dictionaries.

· Medical dictionary: http://www.stedmans.com/. If the medical term you’re looking up is not in CancerWEB’s On-line Medical Dictionary, try the one on this site. 

· Make many changes in wording, sentence structure, or sentence placement in paragraphs until it sounds correct, flows properly and makes the most sense. Keep a tape recorder and blank tapes handy if recording preliminary drafts. 

· As you write, imagine that you are the reader and ask questions throughout the progression of the article. Trying to answer those questions should thoroughly complete the article. 

· Write as you speak, but avoid using slang or street terms. 

· If using a computer, save your work every time you put down a new thought or paragraph to avoid losing the information as the result of power surge/failure or other distraction. When saving, back it up on disk, not just the hard drive! If your hard drive crashes, so does all of your hard work!

· Take breaks if you become frustrated. If using a computer, save it and come back to it at a later time. 

· Find helpful individuals who will give constructive criticism tactfully. Be prepared for the consequences! Then continue to improve your article.

· Ask for assistance as much as necessary, from as many people who will listen!

· When you think you just can't do it, that’s when you need to keep doing it! 

· Call or e-mail your Branch’s TBR, your AALAS CTAD District rep, or the Communications Dept. at AALAS for more assistance.
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Author’s Submission Checklist

To help ensure your article has the best chance possible of being published, be sure to use this handy checklist. Check off the following as you complete them and prepare to submit your article.
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· Obtained and have reviewed appropriate instructions for preparing and submitting articles to AALAS publications. These can be found on AALAS’ web site at www.aalas.org. (Note: Instructions for other publications may vary.)
· Comparative Medicine Instructions to Authors 

· Refereed Contemporary Topics Instructions to Authors 

· Tech Talk Guidelines for Submission

· Article is written clearly and concisely, and includes an introduction and a conclusion.

· Cover letter and abstract are included (if applicable).

· Manuscript is submitted in the appropriate electronic format based on instructions listed for the individual publication.

· Main points are stressed for applicability to an animal facility, animal procedures, or scientific research. 

· Humane animal care and use is evident in the article. 

· Appropriate measurements are indicated (if applicable).

· Tables, graphs, and charts are appropriately labeled (if applicable).

· Photographs reflect necessary safety precautions and are labeled according to directions for the specific publication.

· Bibliographies and resource lists are alphabetized and limited to current, readily available items.

· Personal contact information has been included with the article or manuscript.

· The required number of manuscript copies are included (if required). 
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