Mentoring scientific writing efficiently and effectively — Merkle and Heard

The schema that follows 1s an excerpt from Chapter 3 in Teaching and Mentoring Writers in the
Sciences: An Evidence-Based Approach (published in 2025 by the University of Chicago Press). You
can order from the publisher tinyurl.com/MentoringWriters and sign up for occasional emails with
updates about the book tinyurl.com/MentoringWritersUpdates.

Also relevant: Heard’s book The Scientist’s Guide to Writing: How to Write More Easily and
Effectively Throughout Your Scientific Career. You can order a copy from the publisher
tinyurl.com/ScientistsGuide, or from the evil corporate giant (usually cheaper)
tinyurl.com/GuideRiver.

Heard maintains a curated list of writing resources (blogs, books, software, etc):

scientistseessquirrel. wordpress.com/writing-resources/. Merkle’s blog

hitps://schoololgoodirouble. substack.com/ has a ton of writing and mentoring resources too!

Stages of manuscript development (and appropriate feedback)

Students are often surprised at the number of developmental stages a piece of writing passes through.
You can help them by recognizing, and by helping them recognize, the following stages:

1) Conceptual
a) Early conceptual: topic selection and rationale
b) Advanced conceptual: developing understanding of topic background and context
2) Presentation
a) Early presentation: outlining topic, rationale, background/context to informal readers
(peers, instructor, Writing Center tutors, etc.)
b) Advanced presentation: refining outline in response to reader feedback; expanding
outline into draft text
3) Revision
a) Early revision: refining organization, structure, and accuracy; adapting content and
framing in response to reader feedback
b) Advanced revision: polishing text at the sentence level

Detailed feedback on spelling, grammar, word choice, etc. is wasted until the very last stage (3b). So
put down the red pen! Meanwhile, focus on thematic feedback. On the next page, you’ll see an
example of what thematic feedback might look like, for a draft research proposal including annotated
bibliography. The example comments respond to the student’s first full draft (writing Stage 2b).




Feedback

(1) Positive feedback
to start

(1) You have a strong start on your project proposal here. This draft starts to
explain why you are interested in this topic. There is room, in the next draft, to
make this even clearer. Good job with your annotated bibliography!

(2) Flagging missing
components — keep
focus on the draft,
not the student. Use
phrasing such as “the
sources,” “the text,”
etc., rather than you.

(2) Some aspects of the current draft could use additional work:

a. It’'s not yet clear why farmers will care about native bees as pollinators.
Without that, it's not clear why they’ll care about the bee sampling method
proposed here.

b. It would be helpful if the proposal fully explained the importance of the
collection methods, in terms of accurately assessing population status and
minimizing impact on populations.

(3) Revision
suggestions
(focusing on only 2
big things)

(3) In the next draft, it would be good to connect more fully to ideas about
what structures pollinator communities, how best to characterize those
communities through sampling, etc. Here are some big-picture revisions that
you should focus on first:

Build out the next draft so it's clear where the proposal is focused on scientific
questions and methods and where it delves into the interests of the target
audience (you’ve identified farmers).

Conceptually, the proposal is coming together. So, your next draft is a good
time to focus more on the sentence-level aspects of the text. There are
numerous spots in this draft that are wordy or have run-on sentences. It could
be hard for a reader to keep track of all of the ideas in some of these
sentences. To spot these parts of the text, read the writing out loud. That
change of perspective can help you notice where you might want to simplify
or split up sentences to make them more reader-friendly.

Assessment

This might be assessed, if part of a formal course; or only given feedback, if
part of project development with the advisor. In the former context, this draft
was assessed as complete/meets expectations (8/10 points). The revised
draft, which satisfactorily addressed the clarity, audience focus, and
sentence-level issues, was re-assessed at 10/10 points.




