
From Blah to Blog
10 Tips for Better Science 

Writing

SciCATS.net    |    @sciCATSyvr    |  Mar. 30, 2021



Today:
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● Q&A and discussion











What have you been 
nerding out about 
recently?



There is no “right” way to write



Fine to fantastic checklist

Words matter

What’s the point?

Audience is everything

Medium is the massage

Don’t bury the lede

The details

Dot your t’s

Spicy sentences

EDIT
More than words



From fantastic to fine and back again 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/29/science/octopus-arms-taste.html



1. Great writing = great structure





https://diymfa.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/THG-OUTLINE.jpg



Draft an outline of your narrative

Before you begin, ask yourself: 
- What is the point?
- Why should my audience care?



From fantastic to fine and back again 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/29/science/octopus-arms-taste.html



Draft an outline of your narrative - What’s 
the message?

“Octopuses are able to taste with their 
arms and they have special cells in their 
suckers that can differentiate food from 
not-food, but we still don’t know how this 
compares to how humans experience 
taste therefore scientists are still 
investigating the structure of these cells”



2. Audience is everything



Writing for impact 
in academia

Identify an audience

Pick a medium to reach 
that audience

Use language/terms for 
that audience

Share content that is 
relevant to that audience



Writing outside the 
ivory tower

Change in audience

Change in medium

Change in language

Change in content



3. Medium is the massage









Links!



Before

Though humans have nothing quite 
comparable in their anatomy, it could be like 
having eight giant, sucker-studded tongues but 
we don’t know.



Before

Though humans have nothing quite 
comparable in their anatomy, it could be like 
having eight giant, sucker-studded tongues but 
we don’t know.

Though humans have nothing quite 
comparable in their anatomy, being an 
octopus might be roughly akin to exploring 
the world with eight giant, sucker-studded 
tongues, said Lena van Giesen, the study’s 
lead author. “Or maybe it feels totally 
different,” she said. “We just don’t know.”

After

(Wu, 2020)





https://training.npr.org/2017/12/06/the-journey-from-print-to-radio-storytelling-a-guide-for-navigating-a-new-landscape/



https://training.npr.org/2017/12/06/the-journey-from-print-to-radio-storytelling-a-guide-for-navigating-a-new-landscape/



4. Use more than words



More than words
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Donec vehicula scelerisque orci vel
interdum. Sed et lacus quis sapien eleifend accumsan. Morbi luctus nunc quis lectus
tincidunt dictum. Quisque interdum, nibh efficitur ultricies aliquam, enim lorem aliquam
risus, ut blandit ipsum orci sit amet purus. Nulla auctor ipsum a augue elementum, vel

bibendum odio porta.

Ut elementum placerat libero, quis tincidunt erat varius sed. Vestibulum faucibus
accumsan est et fringilla. Vestibulum tristique, ipsum eget cursus viverra, purus ante
commodo dui, tincidunt gravida nisi turpis non lorem.

Pellentesque at congue purus. Donec tincidunt nunc sed lacus ultricies lacinia at a mauris.

Ut at ex dolor. Vivamus et mattis odio. Mauris accumsan odio enim, eget interdum metus
sodales sit amet. Fusce justo nulla, bibendum ac bland Pellentesque at congue purus.
Donec tincidunt nunc sed lacus ultricies lacinia at a mauris. Ut at ex dolor. Vivamus et
mattis odio. Mauris accumsan odio enim, eget interdum metus sodales sit amet. Fusce
justo nulla, bibendum ac bland t fringilla. Vestibulum tristique, ipsum eget cursus viverra,

purus ante commodo dui, tincidunt gravida nisi turpis non lorem.t fringilla. Vestibulum
tristique, ipsum eget cursus viverra, purus ante commodo dui, tincidunt gravida nisi turpis
non lorem.



More than words
Could you show vs tell?

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Donec vehicula scelerisque orci vel
interdum. Sed et lacus quis sapien eleifend accumsan. Morbi luctus nunc quis lectus
tincidunt dictum. Quisque interdum, nibh efficitur ultricies aliquam, enim lorem aliquam
risus, ut blandit ipsum orci sit amet purus. Nulla auctor ipsum a augue elementum, vel

bibendum odio porta.

Ut elementum placerat libero, quis tincidunt erat varius sed. Vestibulum faucibus
accumsan est et fringilla. Vestibulum tristique, ipsum eget cursus viverra, purus ante
commodo dui, tincidunt gravida nisi turpis non lorem.

Pellentesque at congue purus. Donec tincidunt nunc sed lacus ultricies lacinia at a mauris.

Ut at ex dolor. Vivamus et mattis odio. Mauris accumsan odio enim, eget interdum metus
sodales sit amet. Fusce justo nulla, bibendum ac bland Pellentesque at congue purus.
Donec tincidunt nunc sed lacus ultricies lacinia at a mauris. Ut at ex dolor. Vivamus et
mattis odio. Mauris accumsan odio enim, eget interdum metus sodales sit amet. Fusce
justo nulla, bibendum ac bland t fringilla. Vestibulum tristique, ipsum eget cursus viverra,

purus ante commodo dui, tincidunt gravida nisi turpis non lorem.t fringilla. Vestibulum
tristique, ipsum eget cursus viverra, purus ante commodo dui, tincidunt gravida nisi turpis
non lorem.



More than words
Could you show vs tell?

Ask what photos, graphics 
or videos support your key 
messages?

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet,
consectetur adipiscing elit.
Donec vehicula scelerisque orci
vel interdum. Sed et lacus quis

sapien eleifend accumsan.
Morbi luctus nunc quis lectus
tincidunt dictum.

Quisque interdum, nibh efficitur
ultricies aliquam, enim lorem

aliquam risus, ut blandit ipsum
orci sit amet purus. Nulla auctor
ipsum a augue elementum, vel
bibendum odio porta.

Ut elementum placerat libero,

quis tincidunt erat varius sed.
Vestibulum faucibus



Video

Video by
Peter Kilian



Text

When housed in a tank, the octopuses used their arms to explore 
inaccessible spaces for prey. When octopuses were separated from the 
prey - in this case, a crab - by a barrier with a small hole, octopuses 
reached through this opening to sample surrounding spaces by moving 
their arms around the tank in sweeping motions in which suckers 
continually probed surfaces. When their suckers contacted prey, they 
quickly attached with arms wrapping around and retrieving prey toward 
the animal’s body. Importantly and in contrast, when their suckers 
touched non-prey objects, the arms briefly sampled and continued their 
search, thus suggesting a role for the sucker in chemotactile sensation.

van Giesen, L., Kilian, P. B., Allard, C. A., & Bellono, N. W. (2020). Molecular basis of chemotactile sensation in octopus. Cell, 183(3), 594-604.



What else can we use?

????



5. Get to the good stuff



Before
When It Comes to Octopuses, 
Taste Is for Suckers
Octopuses can taste what their arms 
touch, and scientists have figured out how.

Should anything ever compel you to lick an 
octopus’s arm, keep this in mind: That arm has all 
the cellular machinery to taste your tongue right 
back.

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. Now, a team of 
Harvard biologists armed with bricks, Velcro and 
an array of genetic tools has cracked some of the 
code behind this feel-and-feed feat.

After

What octopus do with their arms

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. However, a study 
published this November in the journal Cell
revealed a new chemotactile sensation which 
allows octopuses to taste through touch, using 
their arms.

Wu, 2020

van Giesen, L., Kilian, P. B., Allard, C. A., & Bellono, N. W. 
(2020). Molecular basis of chemotactile sensation in 
octopus. Cell, 183(3), 594-604.



Start strong



Before
When It Comes to Octopuses, 
Taste Is for Suckers
Octopuses can taste what their arms 
touch, and scientists have figured out how.

Should anything ever compel you to lick an 
octopus’s arm, keep this in mind: That arm has all 
the cellular machinery to taste your tongue right 
back.

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. Now, a team of 
Harvard biologists armed with bricks, Velcro and 
an array of genetic tools has cracked some of the 
code behind this feel-and-feed feat.

After

Octopuses Can Taste with Their 
Arms

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. However, a study 
published this November in the journal Cell
revealed a new chemotactile sensation which 
allows octopuses to taste through touch, using 
their arms.

(Wu, 2020)



Before
When It Comes to Octopuses, 
Taste Is for Suckers
Octopuses can taste what their arms 
touch, and scientists have figured out how.

Should anything ever compel you to lick an 
octopus’s arm, keep this in mind: That arm has all 
the cellular machinery to taste your tongue right 
back.

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. Now, a team of 
Harvard biologists armed with bricks, Velcro and 
an array of genetic tools has cracked some of the 
code behind this feel-and-feed feat.

After

Octopuses Can Taste with Their 
Arms

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. However, a study 
published this November in the journal Cell 
revealed a new chemotactile sensation which 
allows octopuses to taste through touch, using 
their arms.

(Wu, 2020)



Before
When It Comes to Octopuses, 
Taste Is for Suckers
Octopuses can taste what their arms 
touch, and scientists have figured out how.

Should anything ever compel you to lick an 
octopus’s arm, keep this in mind: That arm has all 
the cellular machinery to taste your tongue right 
back.

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. Now, a team of 
Harvard biologists armed with bricks, Velcro and 
an array of genetic tools has cracked some of the 
code behind this feel-and-feed feat.

After

Octopuses Can Taste with Their 
Arms

Scientists have known for years that octopuses 
can taste what their arms touch. However, a study 
published this November in the journal Cell 
revealed a new chemotactile sensation which 
allows octopuses to taste through touch, using 
their arms.

(Wu, 2020)



And end strong



Don’t forget the closing

You can connect back to the start, reinforce an important 
idea, and/or leave an impression.

Before
Distinct species of octopuses or other coleoid cephalopods may have 
evolved receptors to detect natural products from their specific ecological 
niches or to facilitate particular behaviors. Identification of additional 
natural compounds will further our understanding of the how these 
receptors evolution, chemotactile sensation across aquatic organisms and 
environments, and how animals adapt to ecological variation.

van Giesen, L., Kilian, P. B., Allard, C. A., & Bellono, N. W. (2020). Molecular basis of chemotactile sensation in octopus. Cell, 183(3), 594-604.



After

In the dark, complex environments they navigate, octopuses 
certainly have a leg up (or eight) on their distant landlubbing 
relatives. But then again, most people could probably do 
without the metallic tang of keys every time they rummage 
in their pockets — or the funk that would inevitably dissuade 
every new parent from changing a diaper.

“I think if we had that ability,” Dr. Tarvin said, “we’d probably 
choose to wear gloves some of the time.”

(Wu, 2020)



6. The details



It’s unlike our own anatomy differing in the 
number of hearts and “brains” which are 
more like an octo-entourage of nerve cell 
clusters. Each arm has its own neurons and 
so they can act semi-autonomously. 

Before



It’s unlike our own anatomy differing in the 
number of hearts and “brains” which are 
more like an octo-entourage of nerve cell 
clusters. Each arm has its own neurons and 
so they can act semi-autonomously. 

Before

Nestled inside each body are three hearts, 
a parrot-like beak and, arguably, nine 
“brains” — a central hub with an octo-
entourage of nerve cell clusters, one in 
each of the animal’s eight arms. Imbued 
with their own neurons, octopus arms can 
act semi-autonomously, gathering and 
exchanging information without routing it 
through the main brain.

After

(Wu, 2020)

https://www.nature.com/articles/laban.615
https://www.nature.com/articles/laban.615


Concrete examples
Details paint a picture and improve visualization

Analogies and comparisons root understanding in 
previous knowledge/experience

It is sometimes these descriptions that 
make a piece most memorable



In the lab, the researchers  studied cells 
from the suckers of a species of octopus. 

Before



In the lab, the researchers  studied cells 
from the suckers of a species of octopus. 

Before

In the lab, Dr. van Giesen, Dr. Bellono and 
their team studied cells extracted from 
suckers on the arms of California two-spot 
octopuses, a melon-size species native to 
the Pacific Ocean.

After

(Wu, 2020)



7. Jargon Garden



Before

The study, published Thursday in the 
journal Cell revealed a new chemotactile 
sensation in cephalopods. This sensation 
allows for chemotactile receptors to form 
ion complexes that transport signals used 
for contact-dependent aquatic sensation.
This “really nails the molecular basis for a 
new sensory system,” said Rebecca Tarvin, 
a biologist at the University of California, 
Berkeley, who wrote a commentary on the 
findings but was not involved in the 
research. “This was previously kind of a 
black box.”

https://www.cell.com/cell/fulltext/S0092-8674(20)31149-1?utm_source=EA
https://www.cell.com/cell/fulltext/S0092-8674(20)31149-1?utm_source=EA


Before After

The study, published Thursday in the 
journal Cell, “really nails the molecular basis 
for a new sensory system,” said Rebecca 
Tarvin, a biologist at the University of 
California, Berkeley, who wrote a 
commentary on the findings but was not 
involved in the research. “This was 
previously kind of a black box.”

The study, published Thursday in the 
journal Cell revealed a new chemotactile 
sensation in cephalopods. This sensation 
allows for chemotactile receptors to form 
ion complexes that transport signals used 
for contact-dependent aquatic sensation.
This “really nails the molecular basis for a 
new sensory system,” said Rebecca Tarvin, 
a biologist at the University of California, 
Berkeley, who wrote a commentary on the 
findings but was not involved in the 
research. “This was previously kind of a 
black box.” (Wu, 2020)

https://www.cell.com/cell/fulltext/S0092-8674(20)31149-1?utm_source=EA
https://www.cell.com/cell/fulltext/S0092-8674(20)31149-1?utm_source=EA
https://www.cell.com/cell/fulltext/S0092-8674(20)31149-1?utm_source=EA
https://www.cell.com/cell/fulltext/S0092-8674(20)31149-1?utm_source=EA


Jargon

Discipline-specific words

Words that can be described 
using simpler language

Avoid unnecessary acronyms



Before

A series of genetic experiments then 
revealed that the surfaces of these taste-
tuned cells were covered with chemotactile 
receptors (CRs), each tailored to its own 
chemical trigger. By mixing and matching 
CRs, cells could develop their own unique 
tasting profiles, allowing the octopus’s 
suckers to discern flavors in fine gradations, 
then transduce the signals to  other parts 
of the nervous system.



Before After

A series of genetic experiments then 
revealed that the surfaces of these taste-
tuned cells were covered with different 
types of proteins, each tailored to its own 
chemical trigger. By mixing and matching 
these proteins, cells could develop their 
own unique tasting profiles, allowing the 
octopus’s suckers to discern flavors in fine 
gradations, then shoot the sensation to 
other parts of the nervous system.

A series of genetic experiments then 
revealed that the surfaces of these taste-
tuned cells were covered with chemotactile 
receptors (CRs), each tailored to its own 
chemical trigger. By mixing and matching 
CRs, cells could develop their own unique 
tasting profiles, allowing the octopus’s 
suckers to discern flavors in fine gradations, 
then transduce the signals to other parts of 
the nervous system.

(Wu, 2020)



8. Spice up your 
sentences



After
Octopuses certainly know how to 
put that processing power to good 
use. Scientists have found the 
cephalopods can wield tools, puzzle 
their way through mazes and 
mischievously squirt water at their 
caretakers. Housed in labs, they’ll 
also try to liberate themselves from 
their tanks...

Before
Scientists have found the 
cephalopods can use their 
processing power to their 
advantage, by using it to wield 
tools, navigate through mazes and 
squirt water at their caretakers. 
When octopuses are housed in 
labs, they’ll also try to leave their 
tanks...

(Wu, 2020)



After
Octopuses certainly know how to 
put that processing power to good 
use. Scientists have found the 
cephalopods can wield tools, puzzle 
their way through mazes and 
mischievously squirt water at their 
caretakers. Housed in labs, they’ll 
also try to liberate themselves from 
their tanks...

Before
Scientists have found the 
cephalopods can use their 
processing power to their 
advantage, by using it to wield 
tools, navigate through mazes and 
squirt water at their caretakers. 
When octopuses are housed in 
labs, they’ll also try to leave their 
tanks...

(Wu, 2020)

1228



Write sentences 
that pop



Write sentences that pop

Vary sentence length.



Write sentences that pop

Vary sentence length.

Open and close paragraphs 
with your punchiest stuff. 



Write sentences that pop

Vary sentence length.

Open and close paragraphs 
with your punchiest stuff. 

Lean towards shorter 
paragraphs.



<15 = short
15-25 = medium
25-35 = long



Before
Scientists have found the cephalopods can use their processing power to 
their advantage, by using it to wield tools, navigate through mazes and squirt 
water at their caretakers. When octopuses are housed in labs, they’ll also try 
to leave their tanks, unless the lids are weighted down with bricks and lined 
with Velcro — a textured material that the animals appear to dislike, said 
Nicholas Bellono, a co-author of the study.

Although these behaviours have been observed, scientists still do not 
understand many of the finer details that might be able to help explain why 
octopuses behave in these ways. It’s long been unclear, for instance, how the 
animals, just by probing their surroundings with their limbs, can distinguish 
something like a crab from a less edible object.



Before
Scientists have found the cephalopods can use their processing power to 
their advantage, by using it to wield tools, navigate through mazes and squirt 
water at their caretakers. When octopuses are housed in labs, they’ll also try 
to leave their tanks, unless the lids are weighted down with bricks and lined 
with Velcro — a textured material that the animals appear to dislike, said 
Nicholas Bellono, a co-author of the study.

Although these behaviours have been observed, scientists still do not 
understand many of the finer details that might be able to help explain why 
octopuses behave in these ways. It’s long been unclear, for instance, how the 
animals, just by probing their surroundings with their limbs, can distinguish 
something like a crab from a less edible object.

28



Before
Scientists have found the octopuses can use their processing power to 
their advantage, using it to wield tools, navigate through mazes and 
squirt water at their caretakers. When octopuses are housed in labs, 
they’ll also try to leave their tanks, unless the lids are weighted down 
with bricks and lined with Velcro — a textured material that the animals 
appear to dislike, said Nicholas Bellono, a co-author of the study.

Although these behaviours have been observed, scientists still do not 
understand many of the finer details that might be able to help explain 
why octopuses behave in these ways. It’s long been unclear, for instance, 
how the animals, just by probing their surroundings with their limbs, can 
distinguish something like a crab from a less edible object.

29



Before
Scientists have found the octopuses can use their processing power to 
their advantage, using it to wield tools, navigate through mazes and 
squirt water at their caretakers. When octopuses are housed in labs, 
they’ll also try to leave their tanks, unless the lids are weighted down 
with bricks and lined with Velcro — a textured material that the animals 
appear to dislike, said Nicholas Bellono, a co-author of the study.

Although these behaviours have been observed, scientists still do not 
understand many of the finer details that might be able to help explain 
why octopuses behave in these ways. It’s long been unclear, for instance, 
how the animals, just by probing their surroundings with their limbs, can 
distinguish something like a crab from a less edible object.

29
29



Before
...said Nicholas Bellono, a co-author of 
the study.

But many of the fine details that 
underlie octopus behavior remain 
mysterious. It’s long been unclear, for 
instance...

After
...said Nicholas Bellono, a co-author of 
the study.

Although these behaviours have been 
observed, scientists still do not 
understand many of the finer details 
that might be able to help explain why 
octopuses behave in these ways. It’s 
long been unclear, for instance...

(Wu, 2020)



9. Edit edit edit edit edit edit edit. 
Then edit some more.



Don’t edit alone



10. Dot your t’s and cross your i’s



Typos & grammer Matter

They distract you’re readers and make messages less clear. 

Find out what editing tricks works for you



Typos & grammer Matter

They distract you’re readers and make messages less clear. 

Find out what editing tricks works for you



Typos & grammer Matter

They distract you’re readers and make messages less clear. 

Find out what editing tricks works for you



Typos & grammer Matter

They distract you’re readers and make messages less clear. 

Find out what editing tricks works for you



Typos & grammer Matter

They distract you’re readers and make messages less clear. 

Find out what editing tricks works for you



Typos & grammer Matter

They distract you’re readers and make messages less clear. 

Find out what editing tricks works for you

Be Consistent with choices like CaPitaLizatioN



Fine to fantastic checklist

Words matter

What’s the point?

Audience is everything

Medium is the massage

Don’t bury the lede

The details

Dot your t’s

Spicy sentences

EDIT
More than words



Fine to fantastic checklist

Use simple language

Thesis statement

Define your audience

Define your medium

Get to the point

Be specific

Edit some more

Vary structure

Edit a lot
Add multimedia



https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/29/science/octopus-arms-taste.html



Questions?



Feedback form | scicats.net | @scicatsyvr


