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Instructions & Suggestions 
Science as a discipline is a living and creative human venture. Central to Science is the 
communication of results, first to one's colleagues in the same discipline, then to scientists at 
large, and, if the work is of sufficient common interest, to the general public as well. These steps 
define a series of levels moving away from specialist detail to general story, and from obscure 
journals through to science magazines, like Nature or Science, and perhaps to the newsfeed, 
blogs, and other media for dissemination. Generally, the further the average scientist gets from 
the lab bench, the more poorly she or he is trained to communicate. Scientists often shy away 
from media attention, and the inevitable 'dumbing down' effect of translating a complicated 
research project into lay terms is enough to send most of us running. The popular media 
translation of the paper I (AKC) published with Alison Pischedda a few years ago on the 
inheritance of fitness across the gender-divide made attractiveness synonymous with Darwinian 
fitness, and focused almost exclusively on this erroneous interpretation of the paper. It was a 
frustrating experience. 

However, there exists a media in between the purely popular and the purely scholarly, and that 
is the literature aimed at the Science enthusiast. Scientific American and New Scientist are 
examples of better science mags. They are written for people with fairly strong science 
backgrounds and a keen interest in learning about advances in a particular area. Your mission 
is to join the ranks of science reporting for scientists and science enthusiasts as a journalist. 

You have just joined the staff of a new online, open-access science magazine called Scientific 
Kingstonian. SK publishes high quality reviews to highlight current scientific findings. The 
magazine is fair and has won the hearts of many scientists for its unbiased reporting. Still, it is a 
magazine and your Editor has asked you to cover a story about sex in the scholarly literature. 

Your job is to describe a complex, primary literature paper related to our course topic, 
the biology of sex, for a scientist in a different field (e.g., nuclear physics) with a first 
year biology background, or to an amateur science enthusiast. Staffers at SK have dug 
through the literature and found 10 cool papers for you to choose from. 

The Article (Due Friday November 23 in class; weighted at 20% of final grade) 

You are to write a popular but scholarly review based around the focal paper you have chosen. 
This review will summarize the general area of study and the specific importance of the 
published work. There is lots of technical stuff in the papers, but the reader of a semi-popular 
article wants you to sum it all up for them, give it an intellectual and historical context, and 
speculate on what future directions it might lead us in. By reading several papers that are 
closely related to your paper you'll get a sense about where it sits in the river of scientific 
enquiry - near the headwaters or downstream. What came before it? Has this problem been 
widely studied? Is there a technical breakthrough or just a cool idea behind the paper? What do 
people in this area of research do all day? Was the research well done, or are the results merely 
provocative? Does the paper point us in a clear direction for future research, or has it really tied 
everything up? What led the authors to this study? What is the next logical step? In other words, 
you are reporting on a finding in a broader field of study that your reader probably knows very 
little about, so you have to develop the context as well as evaluate the focal paper. Try to make 
it interesting. You can use any means at your disposal, but be aware that we are looking for 
good clear writing above all else. Extra devices are welcome but not necessary. 
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 • Source Material: 
The papers have all been selected from high quality scholarly journals. Links to the 
papers will be posted on the tutorial website.  
 

 • Paper Choice: 
We have allowed you 10 choices, covering a range of topics and organisms. Although 
we would like to allow an expanded selection, this is not possible in a course this size. 
Besides, all of the papers offered are terribly cool, so no complaints allowed. You may 
be able to guess which ones will be favorites among your peers, and you may want to 
play a frequency dependent game, taking into account the experience (and boredom!) 
factors in grading dozens of papers on the same topic. If everyone else is picking the 
primate paper... maybe my weird bug paper will appear novel. 
 

 • Cooperation: 
If you enjoy working with someone else and gain from that experience, by all means tap 
into that synergy. You cannot, however, co-write your assignment, and you must ensure 
intellectual independence. It is healthy to discuss topics and to critique one other's 
writing, do research together, and so on, but it is important that the final product is your 
own composition.  
 

 • Format: 
Maximum length is 5 pages, single-spaced, 12 point font (cover page and literature cited 
do count). Use your judgment, based on the paper you are writing on, and don't be afraid 
to write a shorter review. We love concise writing. You must cite at least 4 other primary 
source research papers in the area. The selection of appropriate papers will be one 
criterion of the grade. Your job is to read these papers and use them to help build and 
support your review article. List these papers under “Further Readings” at the end of the 
article. Do not use formal scientific referencing. 

 
 • Layout & Marking Scheme 

We are looking for 5 areas in the paper. Here we have described these as discrete 
sections by way of providing some guidelines to what we will be looking for in the paper. 
In practice, some of these areas may overlap, and order is somewhat flexible. Feel free 
to get creative: in the past, people have used columns, illustrations, real live author 
quotes and more to make the assignment closer to a real magazine article. Your Editors 
delight in all manner of creative input – we really do! – but writing quality remains our 
primary criterion for judgment. 
 

 1. Introduction paragraph. 
1 paragraph 
 All papers must have an introductory paragraph in bold type face. Here you 
need to hook your reader. What are the essential attributes of the paper you 
chose and why are they interesting? Put your best foot forward here to engage 
the reader in the story, by summarizing the important ideas and advances made 
in the work. This is not an abstract that sits all by itself. This is an introduction 
that should flow with the next paragraphs.  
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 2. Background to area of study and major research themes.  
Suggested 1 page  
What is the point of the research? Why is the topic important? Is the idea new or 
long-established? You are writing to a well-educated but non-specialist audience 
and they can cope with fairly complex ideas if they are written out clearly and 
with appropriate background. Don't expect a physicist to understand linkage 
disequilibrium without a fairly extended explanation, but the idea is teachable. 
You will need to provide a brief history of the area to establish context, and 
perhaps even some human interest ingredients – are the authors in competition 
with other research groups? Where are they based? What prior work led them to 
the current study? And so on.  
 

 3. Description of the work.  
Suggested 1 page 
How and where was the study conducted and what were the methods? Is there 
an exciting new technique involved, or just new and interesting data? Was this a 
challenging piece of work or armchair biology? (i.e., did they go and get cool new 
data or are they recycling?). Note that it would be easy for this section to blend 
with the critique of the work (section 4 below) because you are likely to discuss 
the quality of the methods or data.  
 

 4. Impact of the work.  
Suggested 1-2 pages 
Were the results rock solid or just provocative? Make your reader aware of how 
this study got into a top journal like this one. Is it strikingly original or a major 
increment to a study area? Has anyone else commented on it in the literature 
that you are aware of? This section walks the following line: You are trying to 
write a piece that is interesting and engaging, but is also scholarly and honest. If 
something has been published in a high impact scientific journal, then some 
scientists thought it was pretty darn interesting work. However it may leave a lot 
of work to be done, and it may even have significant flaws. There is an art to 
writing about something that is '... a launching point for further investigation...' or 
'... an intriguing and an important first step to understanding        ...' or '... 
challenges our preconceptions and demands verification...' and so on. You may 
decide aspects of the work are shaky, but you have to write a positive and 
upbeat article, on balance. Hence you may have to provide subtle clues and cues 
about the paper's weak spots, or address the issue in the prospectus (section 5).  
 

 5. Prospectus and Conclusion. 
Suggested <1 page 
What next? From what you know and what you have read, are there any 
pressing experiments to be done? Are there other systems that might be 
amenable to further work in the area? What loose ends remain to be sewn up 
within the study system? How could the work be improved? In this section you 
may speculate that research in another species, or with a new technique, say, 
might help cast light on the problems raised. Sum up the paper again, in light of 
your work.  
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 6. Style & Grammar. 
As with the other assignments in this course, writing style and clarity will be 
considered. Think about your audience (non-specialists). 

 
 7. References. 

Your goal in this longer article is to put the research into context for the readers. 
You must use at least 4 other papers from the primary literature to do this (listed 
under “Further Readings” at the end). 

 
 
Evaluation will be based on how well it the article explains the study and put it into context for a 
non-specialist reader, using the following categories from the Arts & Science academic 
calendar: 


