Fish 210 Style Guide

Citing tables and figures
Make sure to review the examples in the writing lab for effective ways to orient readers to figures.  Also, emulate the style that you see in the papers that you are reading.  You will be graded on how effectively you do this.

Citing Literature in text
The best way to improve the way you cite literature is to emulate examples from the papers that you are reading.  Recall that there are two basic ways to cite someone’s idea:

Essington et al. (2008) found that English sole were much flatter than walleye pollock.

English sole are much flatter than walleye pollock (Essington et al. 2008).

AVOID CITATIONS LIKE THIS:

As Essington et al. writes, English sole are much flatter than walleye pollock (2008).

Paragraph structure
Remember what a paragraph is supposed to be: it’s a set of statements in support of a particular topic.  Every paragraph needs to start off with a topic sentence and all subsequent sentences need to be related to that topic.  If you find yourself veering off onto a new topic, then you’ve accidentally started writing a new paragraph!

Interpreting Statistics 
Remember that the statistical tests are tools that allow you evaluate whether apparent your data could have been due to random chance.  They don’t tell you whether they are due to random chance and that that the null hypothesis of no effect is true.  Even though you cannot reject the null hypothesis for several species, you cannot conclude that those species have no “depth preference” or “habitat preference”.  It simply means that the data could have, with some probability, resulted from chance alone even if there were no differences in local abundances between shallow and deep sites, pools and riffles, etc.. 

Reporting Statistics
The biology/ ecology should be the focus of your sentences, with statistics used as a supporting role.  Thus, don’t make the statistical test the subject of your sentences.  Here are two examples:

Biology-focused:
Five of the fish species were significantly more abundant in deep than in shallow sites (Table 1).

Statistical-focused:
The p-values were less than 0.05 for five fish species (Table 1).


Writing Clarity
Simplify your sentence structure: this minor change usually pays off substantially in improved clarity.  If you find many comments in your paper that say “unclear” or “clarify”, the quickest fix is to break apart long complicated sentences into several shorter ones. 

Avoid colloquial expressions
You are writing a technical document, so your writing style is important. Colloquial expressions are those we use in casual regular conversation: they tend to bend or break formal style or grammar rules.

WRONG: 
“We set out from Shilshole Bay Marina to capture fish using otter trawls”.

CORRECT
“All sampling events were conducted using otter trawls at stations near Shilshole Bay in Puget Sound, Washington”. 


Data are plural.  

WRONG:
“The data is highly variable, making statistical inferences difficult”

Correct:
“The data are highly variable, making statistical inferences difficult”.


Results and sampling already happened
Use past tense whenever referring to your work, use present tense to refer to concepts that are already established. When in doubt, use past tense. 
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