Write Good
Writing skills are essential for a successful career in the health—and all other—professions. You promote your ideas and influence policy by mobilizing words with efficiency, style, clarity, and impact. Writing well takes practice, and people who write well inevitably read widely, too. But the most important key to effective writing is to see what’s on the page. And to do this, you need to be aware of certain rules of writing structure and style. We list some basic guidelines here that should help you build this awareness.
Get to your point.
Effective writing requires a strong organizational structure.  You want people to become engaged in what you have to say and to stick with your discussion. So don’t make them guess what you’re writing about. Reveal the point of your paper as soon as you can with a clear, compelling statement. Here’s an example:  
 

“This paper will show that the Medicare Modernization Act of 2003 embodies the corporate influence on medical care described by Starr and will fuel health care inflation. I will demonstrate this by evaluating the law’s history, projected expenditures, and side effects.”

 

Build a structure.

When writing informal or shorter documents, make sure you state your point in the opening paragraphs, explore them in the middle of your document, and wrap it all up (perhaps by restating important issues in a summary) at the end. For longer papers, make use of generic structural headings such as Introduction, Specific Aims, Background and Significance, results from a Literature Review, Data Analysis, and Conclusions, or whatever is useful for your writing project. Regardless of what you choose to do, you must choose some structure and then make it clear to the reader.

 

Structure is also important within paragraphs. Each paragraph should have a strong topic sentence, and everything in that paragraph should relate to that topic—and if not, remove it. 

A word about format: Funding agencies and journals will just send your hard work back to you unread if you use the wrong spacing, font sized, and number of pages. Thus read instructions carefully and follow them.

Use active voice.
Much academic writing—and bad writing—uses passive instead of active voice. Following are examples of both.
Active: 
“The dog bit the boy.”

Passive: 
“The boy was bitten by the dog.”

Passive voice dulls writing, obscures the subjects of sentences, and adds unnecessary words (see #X below).  Sometimes use of passive voice is unavoidable, and medical writing is more tolerant of it than other genres. But don’t let writing in passive voice become a bad habit. 

Purdue School has a nice online handout about how to identify sentences that can be improved by changing voice. 

(URL http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/grammar/g_actpass.html)
Use a standard format for references. 

For less formal documents, try to identify your sources within your narrative. For example,

“According to the Washington Department of Health’s 2005  State Diabetes Plan, more than 100,000 Washington residents have diabetes and don’t know it.”  Don’t use endnotes and footnotes unless the publication requires them. Don’t assume that footnotes and endnotes automatically add substance to documents.
For more formal and academic papers, and for articles for medical journals, instructions for references are available on the web. Two formats are common. One uses the author name and date in parenthesis in the text and then citations are listed at the end. The Journal of Health Services Research and some of the nursing journals use this format.  The other common format uses numbers in the text and then a list of numbered citations at the end of the paper in order of appearance. Major medical publications such as JAMA use this format. 
Use acronyms sparingly. 
No one wants to wade through alphabet soup. Use acronyms only when you must—that is, when continued and frequent use of a complete title will become tedious and awkward.  The general rule is to introduce the acronym with the full name on first reference. Make sure the full is indeed the full name – i.e., “U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),” not “Centers for Disease Control (CDC).”  Once introduced, you can use the acronym. Keep a list of the acronyms you’ve introduced, or search in Word, to make sure you don’t establish the acronym a second time. Don’t introduce an acronym at all if you’re going to use it only once, even if it’s something famously known by its acronym – i.e, VA, NIH, IOM, UCLA, NRA, etc. 

If you have only a few references, try to use a shorthand: “the messaging system,” “the association,” “the agency,” “the workgroup,”  etc. 
Watch use of first or third person.
Using the first-person gives your narrative a strong active voice and an informal, personal style. “We will use new resources to enhance our capability….” 

If this is too informal, use the third person: “The center will use new resources to enhance its capability….”

Pick ONE and use it consistently. 
Don’t over-use capitalization.
Capital letters should not be used to signify the importance of anything. Use upper-case letters for proper nouns and titles that you have exactly right:  

Correct:

the Washington State Public Health Information Technology               
                          Committee 
Incorrect:
the Information Technology staff”

Watch where you place punctuation.
Keep punctuation inside quote marks:

Correct:

He said, “This grant is a monster.”
Incorrect:
He said, “This grant is a monster”.

Except in the case of full sentences, keep punctuation outside parenthesis:

Correct: 

She asked for the materials (reports, books, and papers).
Incorrect:
She asked for the materials (reports, books, and papers.)

Correct:

(She asked for the materials, including reports, books, and papers.)

Use punctuation with consistency and only when you need it.
Always use periods at the end of complete sentences and never at the end of sentence fragments, including in bulleted lists.

If you use a “terminal comma” once, use it throughout your document:  “She asked for reports, books, and papers.” Use commas to set off independent clauses (those with a noun and verb): “He will write the reports, and he will disseminate their contents.” Don’t use commas to set off dependent clauses: “He will write the report and disseminate its contents.”

Use apostrophes to indicate a possessive (“the center’s staff”), or a contraction, but never to denote a simple plural noun:  SLAs, not SLA’s.
Don’t hesitate to begin complete sentences with “And” or “But,” no matter what your high school English teacher taught you.

This is completely acceptable grammatically, and it is endorsed by the best style guides. Beginning a sentence with “however” is awkward and sacrifices flow.
Keep in mind the most important general rule of good writing: shorter is always better.
Use the fewest words you can. Adding adjectives and near-synonyms does not clarify your meaning. It obscures it.


Watch for some common issues.

· Most scientific writers consider the word data a plural noun.  As a consequence, “data are” and “data have.”

· “Preventative” should be replaced by “preventive,” the preferred term.

· Some reviewers will not like the use of the word “while” as a transition at the start of a sentence unless there is a bona fide temporal component such as “while the band played on, the boat sank.”  

· “Health care” should always be shown as two words.
· Don’t use “over” if you really mean “more than,” and don’t use “under” if you really mean “less than.”
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