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Medical Sciences Scientific Writing Style Guide 
 
Academic Writing 
 
Why is it important? No matter what field you wish to pursue, writing will be an essential 
component. Therefore, writing well is one of the most important skills you can learn and 
develop. Many students do not enjoy writing and they find it to be a frustrating experience. The 
reality is that writing takes patience and practice. Students need to shift their mindset when 
approach a writing assignment.  
 
Effective writing tips: 
 

1. Start your written assignments early. Easier said than done but the more time you give 
yourself to write, revise, and re-write, the better! 

2. Give yourself ample amount of time to plan your writing. Sometimes the hardest part is 
coming up with what to write, which can feel like a roadblock.  

3. Find the right time to plan your writing. Try to do your planning stages when you are 
not in front of your computer. If you are driving or on the bus, it can be a great time to 
think about the ideas that you might incorporate into your paper. 

4. Don’t spin your wheels if you are frustrated. Walk away from your computer and take a 
break if needed. This is another reason you need to give yourself lots of time because 
some days will not be good writing days. 

5. Use Google Docs to write your assignments so that you can track your progress. You will 
be able to see the different versions you have created. It also solves potential computer 
issues that might arise during the term. 

6. Start with an outline of your assignment. Before you invest in your assignment, make 
sure you are happy with the content you are going to present and the flow of it. 

7. Always write more than you think you need or will include. The best thing you can do is 
write as much as you can. Organize your thoughts into sections and then re-arrange 
them, combine, or delete to finalize your paragraphs. 

8. Remember that you don’t need to start with the introduction. Many students find that 
the introduction is the most challenging section to write. Start with your body sections 
and move around in the document as needed. 

9. Take advantage of your peers to edit your work. One thing to remember is that you 
need to guide their review and you should not just ask them to review spelling or 
grammar. A good tip is to ask them to summarize the meaning of what you wrote and 
see if it matches up with your intentions of that section. 

10. You are also a valuable asset to your writing. If you leave yourself enough time, then 
you can walk away and come back to your work with fresh eyes. Remember that many 
writers believe that there is no such thing as a final draft. Writing is an iterative process 
and therefore it can always be revised. 
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Grammar and Style 
 
Grammar matters! Proper grammar improves the clarity of your work. It also gives the reader 
more confidence in the information you have presented. Bad grammar can distract readers 
from good content. The reader can get ‘stuck’ on areas of poor grammar and re-read them until 
they comprehend the material. Doing so will increase the chances of finding other errors in the 
writing as well.  
 
The following chart has been prepared for your written assignments in the course. The chart 
includes grammar, spelling, citation, and formatting errors that you need to pay attention to in 
your assignments. Because not all errors are created equal, they have been categorized 
according to the severity of the offence. Category 1 represents ‘big mistakes’ that students 
should be aware of and therefore they will result in deductions. Category 2 represents ‘minor 
errors’ that students need to pay attention to and learn from their mistakes. They will result in 
minor deductions on your assignment. Category 3 represents tips that students can use to 
‘spice up’ their writing; therefore, there is no deduction. A more detailed description of these 
categories is provided.  
 
Grammar, Spelling, Citations, & Formatting 

Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 

Spelling errors                               o Unnecessary words  o Add an M Dash                                    o 

APA format errors                               o Word errors e.g. while vs 
whereas; which vs that   o Use a semicolon or colon                              o 

Preposition        o Lack of Oxford comma o Avoid repetitive phrasing o 

Improper abbreviations o Comma missing e.g. before 
which o Add or remove commas o 

Subjective adjectives o Don’t start sentence with 
‘this’ o Word choice errors e.g. to 

vs with; through vs by o 

Professional wording o Improper use of 
conjunctive adverbs o ‘from….to and 

between….and’ o 

Improper symbols o Improper semicolon or 
colon o   

Space b/w # and unit o Watch tenses o   
 
  



Campbell 2018/2019 

Category 1 
 

Name Description 

Spelling errors There is no excuse for spelling errors in your documents. Proofread! You can also 
download Grammarly on your computer. 

APA format errors Always double check the font and margins of your document. You should also verify APA 
format of your citations. Many students forget the hanging indent in the list. 

Preposition 

A preposition is a word or set of words that indicates location (in, near, beside, on, etc.) 
or a relationship between a noun or pronoun, and other parts of the sentence (about, 
after, with). It might be acceptable to end a sentence with a preposition in speech, you 
should avoid this with writing. 

Improper 
abbreviations 

Abbreviations need to be written out in full the first time they are used. Don’t abbreviate 
words unless necessary and avoid abbreviating single words. Words should be used three 
time to justify an abbreviation, unless space is an issue. You should avoid making up your 
own non-standard abbreviations.  
Pay attention to if you use ‘a’ or ‘an’ before an abbreviation. The way you decide is based 
on the sound of the spoken term and not based on the first written letter of the 
abbreviation. i.e. an SDS gel not a SDS gel (“SDS” sounds like it begins with a vowel).  
Don’t capitalize the first letter of words you are turning into abbreviations. Only do this if 
you are using proper names/nouns. 

Subjective adjectives 
Be careful of using some adjectives such as “very innovative”, “very interesting”, “very 
important” in your scientific writing. These words do not add anything to the context 
because they are subjective. 

Professional wording 

A common mistake, especially in the methods section, is to use simplified terminology to 
describe a procedure. Examples include: ‘To see if…’ becomes ‘To test whether…’, ‘To 
make sure…’ becomes ‘To confirm…’, and ‘Samples were put in the freezer’ becomes 
‘Samples were stored at…’ 

Improper symbols 
Make sure you use the proper symbols in your documents. This includes inserting a 
hyphen, plus sign, degrees, units, etc. You should also know the difference between a 
hyphen, N dash, and M dash. 

Space between # and 
unit 

There should always be a single space between the number and unit. This includes 
temperatures, centrifugal forces, around the equals sign, and around >, < or ~. When in 
doubt, write out the number in your head and ask yourself if you would leave a space. 
Percentages are the exception because it is not a unit. 
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Category 2 
 

Name Description 

Unnecessary words 

Unnecessary or extra words are often included in scientific writing. Keep your writing as 
concise as possible to avoid making these errors. Some examples are: ‘Because of the 
fact…’ becomes ‘Because…’, ‘Due to the fact that…’ becomes ‘Because…’, and ‘In spite of 
the fact that…’ becomes ‘Although…’ 

Word errors (e.g. 
while vs whereas; 
which vs that) 

There are many words that are related to time. Examples are the words ‘since’ and 
‘while’. While is used when you are referring to events in time. A common mistake is 
using ‘while’ when the author should have written ‘whereas’ or ‘although’. Restrict since 
and while for events related to time.  
Which and that are often used interchangeably but they shouldn’t be! How do you know 
when to use the word which versus that? It depends on whether the clause in the 
sentence is restrictive or non-restrictive. A restrictive clause is one that is essential to a 
sentence and you can’t get rid of it. In contrast, a non-restrictive clause is something that 
can be left off without changing the meaning of the sentence.  

Lack of Oxford 
comma 

The Oxford (or serial) comma is the final comma in a list of things. Without the Oxford 
comma, a sentence can be ambiguous with its meaning. Example: I had eggs, toast and 
orange juice. This implies that the toast and orange juice were combined. 

Comma missing (e.g. 
before which) Don’t forget to include a comma before the word which. 

Don’t start sentence 
with ‘this’ 

When referencing a paper, sometimes you have multiple sentences that need to be cited. 
Instead of inserting a citation after each one, you can use connecting words to let the 
reader know they are related. A common word used to connect sentences from the same 
source is the word ‘this’. You should not start a sentence with ‘this’, instead you should 
refer to a specific observation. 

Improper use of 
conjunctive adverbs 

Conjunctive adverbs are often used incorrectly because they are confused with 
coordinating conjunctions. Conjunctive adverbs include the following: however, 
moreover, therefore, thus, consequently, furthermore, unfortunately. If you use a 
conjunctive adverb in the middle of a sentence and the two connecting parts can stand 
alone then use a semicolon and a comma after however. 
You can start a sentence with a conjunctive adverb such a however if you pay attention 
to the proper use of commas. However without a comma means “in whatever manner”, 
“to whatever extent”, or “no matter how”. However, with a comma is used when you 
mean “nevertheless” or “but”. 

Improper semicolon 
or colon 

Semicolons and colons should not be used interchangeably. A semicolon is used to join 
two or more ideas (parts) in a sentence and the ideas are given equal position or rank. 
Therefore, a semicolon occurs between two independent clauses that are connected by 
conjunctive adverbs or transitional phrases. 

Watch tenses 

No matter what you do, make sure you keep your tenses consistent. Also, pay attention 
to when you use past or present tense. Use past tense to state what you or others 
observed in the paper. Use past tense to state what you or others did in the experiments. 
Therefore, your own results should always be written in past tense. Use present tense to 
describe what is generally accepted or what is known from previous studies. The 
introduction and discussion can be a mix of present and past tenses. 
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Category 3 
 

Name Description 

Add an M Dash 

Pay attention to the dashes that you use in your writing. The hyphen is used to connect 
compounded words or to group numbers but NOT represent a range. The en dash or N 
dash is as wide as an uppercase N. The N dash is used to join numbers in a range and 
there is no space on either side of the dash. The em dash or M dash is as wide as an 
uppercase M. The M dash is used to set apart a unique idea from the main clause of a 
sentence and can be used in place of commas. 

Use a semicolon or 
colon 

Use a semicolon to improve your writing and connect transitional phrases. Use a colon, 
make sure that everything before the colon is a complete sentence and what comes 
after is additional information. 

Avoid repetitive 
phrasing 

Try to find alternative ways to start your sentences or sections in a paragraph. You want 
to avoid using the same words in your writing or having repetition in the structure of 
your writing. 

Add or remove 
commas 

A comma should be used after an introductory word, phrase, or clause. A comma is also 
used to separate two or more independent clauses in a compound sentence separated 
by a conjunction. The comma goes after the first clause and before the coordinating 
conjunction that separates the clauses. 
A comma splice occurs when two separate sentences are joined with a comma rather 
than a period or semicolon. Writers often create comma splices when using transitional 
words, such as however, therefore, moreover, nevertheless, or furthermore. 

Word choice errors 
(e.g. ‘to’ vs ‘with’ and 
‘through’ vs ‘by’) 

To compare ‘to’ is to point out or imply resemblances between objects of a different 
order. To compare ‘with’ is to point out differences between objects of the same order. 
Therefore, ‘results are correlated with…’ not ‘correlated to…’ 
By and through are prepositions that can be used to determine differences. The 
preposition “by” can be used when describing an action. The preposition “through” is 
used to describe a process. For example: ‘regulated by…’ or ‘through regulation of…’ 

‘from…to’ and 
‘between…and’ 

These word combinations are not interchangeable. From should be linked with to and 
between should be linked with and. How do you know when to use each? ‘From…to’ 
contains the end points but ‘between… and …’ excludes the end points. 
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