Advice for

Standing up
for science

writing up:
get it right!

Both taught postgraduates and
research postgraduates will have to
write something during their time as a
postgraduate student. You may wonder
what the worry is but the closer you
get to writing up, the more the thesis
or dissertation seems like a big beast to
conquer. It is easy to procrastinate and
build the writing into something more
than it should be. People have climbed
Everest and have been on the moon and
they do this by taking one step at a time.
It is not supposed to be perfect but it is
meant to demonstrate your achievements
and understanding.
How does it help your career?
Obviously getting a degree is fantastic,
it is a great achievement and hopefully
you can use it to demonstrate key skills:
analysis, teamwork and communication.
However, research people like to see your
output. What papers have you written or
contributed to? So in an ideal situation
your thesis (dissertation) would be
based on work that is working towards
a publication.
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So what is the relationship between
publications stemming from a PhD and
the PhD thesis?
The good news is that there is no conflict
between publishing your work before
submitting your thesis or including work
contained in publications within your
thesis. You are encouraged to publish
your work and there is no reason to
delay publishing until after the thesis
is submitted. However, the inclusion of
previously published material in the thesis
(or dissertation) needs a little care.
Essentially, your PhD thesis should be
a single coherent entity. Think of it like a
recipe or providing directions, you want
to know what you need (the ingredients),
how to get there (the recipe, cooking
time and temperature) and what the final
destination looks like (an image). It is also
a lot easier when everything is in the same
style or language, you don’t expect it to
be made up of different styles or to be
referred to a different book or section to
finish it off; it would be like reading the
ingredients in Japanese and the recipe
and cooking instructions in Welsh. So, the
thesis should be of uniform style and not
with multiple formats e.g. Chapter 4 in
the style of Journal of Robin and Chapter 5
in the format of the Journal of Superman.
Make it easy on your examiner; don’t make
them think too much!
So don’t declare “Chapter 3 is the
following publication in Journal of
Batman...” Instead you should write that
“Material from Chapter 3 formed the basis
of the following publication in Journal of
Superwoman...” A thesis chapter should
not be a verbatim reproduction of a
published paper.
The good news is that you can expect
that the reader has read chapters through
your thesis (or dissertation) meaning it
would be natural and appropriate for the
beginning of a chapter to set the work in
the context of previous chapters. There is
no need to repeat material, so redundant

passages should be removed and
replaced by appropriate back referencing;
useful where several thesis chapters use
essentially similar methods. Techniques
should be detailed at the first opportunity
and only briefly summarised later. It
may be logical for the end of a chapter
to set up the purpose for the next one;
providing intellectual linkage forwards as
well as backwards in the thesis.
Published papers and thesis chapters
will have vastly different word limits. The
thesis offers a valuable opportunity to
present more detail that would generally
not be included in a journal paper.
The introductory and conclusion
chapters should offer substantial
intellectual content. Bluntly, they should
not appear to have been written in under
two hours, essentially repeating material
from the abstracts of the other chapters.
The introductory chapter should set
up the intellectual motivation for the
work. This will often place it in as broad
a context as appropriate, surveying the
current state of knowledge in the field,
identifying key gaps in that knowledge
and explaining the motivation for the
specific work carried out in the thesis
in that context. The conclusion should
link what you have found out and your
knowledge across the chapters, discuss
how your work closes the knowledge gaps
introduced at the start of your thesis, and
highlight how someone else could build
upon your work.
So, make it easy on yourself and your
readers, let your work be logical and flow.
Try not to make them think too much!
Graeme Ruxton
Professor in School of Biology and
Colin Allison, Reader in Computer Science

When trying to publish your research in
scientific journals you are faced with the
challenge that your work needs to be
novel, engaging, and ideally ‘sexy’. The
same usually goes for publishing stories in
the media. So why is there still a massive
disparity in the way that researchers
report a scientific finding and the way the
media does?
Since starting my PhD I have become
acutely aware of just how much scientific
research may be distorted in the media.
This means that members of the general
public are being exposed to numerous
false and unsupported claims, but are
not necessarily equipped to spot them
or verify the credibility themselves. With
scientific research being my chosen career,
this is less than ideal and it has spurred me
to get involved in tackling the issue of how
science is reported in the media. I applied
for the ‘Standing Up for Science Media
Workshop’ in Glasgow which, having
read the workshop description, sounded
perfect for someone like me who had a
few concerns but no real understanding
of how the problems occur and how to act
upon them. I was not disappointed.
The workshop began with a panel
of scientists whose research had been
discussed in the media. It was very
enlightening to receive feedback from
people who had first-hand experience
of their own work being reported
incorrectly, and how this had affected
them personally and their careers.
Alongside this, the panellists gave us
advice on what to do and what to avoid
doing if contacted about our work and

how our work could be misconstrued.
Amidst these daunting tales we were
still encouraged to contact the media
with our own research but to keep in
mind any ways that our work could
be incorrectly interpreted.
Our next panel consisted of two
science journalists, and for me this
section was quite an eye-opener. I was
given the impression that one of the
journalists was completely uninterested
in the field of science. I should not be
surprised, selling newspapers is a business
after all, but I was certainly disheartened
to see and hear how different the
approach of science journalists seems
to be to science writing. The differences
are not just in writing but also in the way
research is carried out. In the case of
science journalism, it seems that there
is no time to research thoroughly when
you have a deadline (yet somehow
scientists seem to manage it). I believe
that science journalism, like science
writing, should be a genuine endeavour to
inform others of scientific developments
and advancements, instead of a way to
‘hook’ readers by blowing things out of

proportion and misleading them. But
maybe this is unrealistic, though it should
not be. Science can be interesting on its
own, without having to pad it out with
exaggerations and bold claims; you just
need to be able to write well. Journalists
should hopefully be able to do this.
The final session gave us students the
opportunity to ask any burning questions
to the panel of a media relations officer,
a Voice of Young Science representative,
and the Sense About Science programme
manager. My peers’ questions and
concerns, I felt that none of them wanted
to contact the media, not because they
felt that their work was unworthy but
because of the potential whiplash effect
from the media and the effect that this
could have on future employment and
collaborations. Mainstream media does
not seem to work in favour of researchers.
Nevertheless, we were advised on how we
could support the accurate representation
of science in the media and contribute
our own experiences, knowledge, and
findings to the scientific community and
general public.
Since attending this workshop I
frequent the ‘Sense About Science’
and ‘Ask for Evidence’ webpages, and
find them fantastically informative
and interesting reads. They show that
people are beginning to confront both
mainstream media and advertising
campaigns on their inaccurate and
misleading reports. This is encouraging,
and I am hopeful that the launch of ‘Ask
for Evidence’ will gather momentum over
the coming months and years to tackle the
abundant false claims made on a regular
basis. I also hope that I can contribute to
and be a part of the change. And I hope
that others do too.
Georgina Glaser
PhD Candidate, School of Biology
E: glg2@st-andrews.ac.uk

Postgraduates who are interested in
sharing their research with the media
are welcome to contact the University’s
Press Office who can provide support
and advice.
T: (01334 46) 2530
E: proffice@st-andrews.ac.uk
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