
Plain English
- Get Writing - the prototype.

M. Batchelor

The codfish lays a thousand eggs,
The humble hen but one,
The codfish never cackles
To show you what she's done,
And so we scorn the codfish
While the humble hen we prize,
Which only goes to show,
It pays to advertise.

-Anonymous American rhyme.

You will be judged by what you write.

It is therefore convenient if writing is a task you can almost enjoy.  My aim at the end of this short 
course is that you can wade in happily and start heaping sentences up in paragraphs, that you can 
return to those piles and tidy them into a plan so simple in design and appealing in detail that your 
unwilling readers will, having once started reading, be quite unwilling to put the paper down.  

The principles:

1.  Your purpose.  As in giving talks, your purpose in writing is solely the transfer of 
understanding.  Do not mistake this with lesser motives of impressing your supervisor, satisfying 
RAE demands, achieving promotion or getting a job.  If your paper suits this purpose well, 
subsidiary aims will very likely be satisfied.

2.  Your topic.  The need for a focused topic is as important in a paper as in a talk.  However, in a 
paper it is possible to present a number of closely related results.  There is no need to present 
everything you know in a single paper.  Sometimes it is distinctly better to write two.

3.  The principle of technical writing.  Your purpose is to explain.  Keep in mind that your reader 
is probably tired, short on time, and possibly stupid as well.  Your aim is to make it easy for your 
reader to learn the essentials in a minimum of time.  The secret to achieving this is to adopt a 
crustacean rather than a vertebrate philosophy of presentation.  Vertebrates have their skeleton 

within: as a philosophy of writing this is 
appropriate to novels where you don't want the 
reader to be aware of how your plot is planned.  In 
this style it is acceptable, even laudable to bury key 
pieces of information in the middle of interior 
paragraphs.  It is a fault if the reader is consciously 
aware of the construction details.

In the crustacean style, by contrast, the 
structure is on the outside, and the organisation is evident at a glance.  First paragraphs of sections 
describe what follows in the section, first sentences of paragraphs indicate what will follow within 
the paragraph, and important information is made to stand out visibly on the page.  This style is 
used in front page reporting and is to be used by you.



4. Your Outline.  The outline is best worked out in a talk first.  This gives a chance to get the large 
scale organisation right before tangling with language. The outline for the talk serves as framework 
for the outline for the paper.  There are differences though.  Obviously proofs will be included 
where they are original.  There are judgements to be made in deciding whether proofs of other 
people's results are to be included.  The decision rests on the balance between giving a possibly 
more lucid account than the original author and the pressure of space.

Some of the material that gets rightfully left out of talks is still inappropriate to include in a 
paper in the obvious logical order.  If, for example, the point of your paper is theorem A and its 
corollary B, which depends on propositions 1, 2, 3,  which are tedious and not illuminating in 
themselves, the following may be the best organisation for the paper:

Section 1.  Introduction.
Section 2.  Statements of propositions 1, 2, 3.
Section 3.  Statement and proof of theorem A.
Section 4.  Statement and proof of corollary B.
Section 5, 6, ... Proofs of Propositions 1, 2, 3, ...., Conclusion.

This design gets the reader to the point in the most efficient manner possible.  

5. Layout.  The layout of a paper is how it looks on the page - margins, indentation, how many 
lines are skipped between paragraphs, which headings are underlined.  The principle is to do 
whatever makes the important bits stand out.  The trick is not to bury important bits in the middle of 
paragraphs.  Make the paper easy to skim.  In particular:

i. Never change subject within a paragraph.  The first sentence should indicate what is in the 
paragraph.  Short paragraphs are entirely acceptable.

ii. Set out definitions and notational conventions clearly.  Leaving blank lines before and after 
helps.

iii. All theorems, propositions, lemmas deserve similar treatment.

LaTeX often takes decisions about layout on your behalf.  You do still often have the option 
whether to put short pieces of maths within a paragraph.  When in doubt, set them apart.

6. How to get started and keep going..  

Step 1. Getting started.  Although everyone does their own typing these days, there is a lot to be 
said for starting off with a block of lined paper, a soft pencil and a big effective eraser.  Skip every 
other line.  If you come to a tricky bit, leave a large blank space and start a bit further on, preferably 
on a new sheet of paper. This is chiefly a psychological gimmick to get past those first pages 
quickly, but it has a number of other virtues.  

i. It separates the initial writing phase from the editing phase.  The initial writing phase is not the 
time to worry about your English, your style, or indeed anything beyond getting the framework onto 
the page. The first draft is certainly not the time to fret about persuading LaTeX to make a nice job 
of diagrams.

ii. The first draft must be written with the intention that it will be completely pulled to pieces. 
There is something about a typeface that implies the result is not only acceptable, but final.  There is 
no question whatsoever about a handwritten first draft in pencil.  It probably won't (and shouldn't) 
even make it onto your supervisor's desk.  Avoid the temptation to be content with second best. 
Make sure the first draft will be unacceptable.



iii. Even if your monitor is a very generous size, it is hard to see more than a fraction of a page at 
once.  It is easy to miss logical errors and global inconsistencies.

Step 2.   For greatest satisfaction and least annoyance, commandeer a large table, maybe one in the 
basement of the library.   Scissors, paste, and extra paper is a real help. So are the blank lines that 
were left in the first draft.  Do the major editing with a blue pencil away from the computer. 
Almost always there are explanations to be inserted.  Before putting the text onto the computer, read 
through and start being critical of the language. 

Step 3.  Put the first draft onto the computer.  This should be reasonably straightforward if you have 
done a conscientious job on the library table first.  

Steps 4 and more.  Print off a draft, double spaced and with large margins.  Again, do your editing 
away from the machine.  Attack your own prose in the spirit of a critic with a grudge.  As you 
approach a draft you are content with, change the parameters so that what you see is what you will 
ultimately get.

7.  So you're stuck.

What makes writing unpleasant is not the periods of putting words on paper, but the long periods of 
making no progress, and feeling that progress ought to be being made.  The following tricks are 
sometimes helpful in getting through a sticky bit.

i.  Skip it.  Go on to the next bit, and come back later to the tricky bit.

ii. Go back to a section you had previously skipped.

iii.  Go to the blackboard and try to explain what you are trying to write to a friend or to the ever 
patient and ever critical empty room.  Very often this exercise will point up some grave flaw either 
in the notation conventions or the organisation of the paper or (but one hopes not) the mathematics. 
Sometimes this exercise leads to considerable simplifications in the theory.  Flaws of this nature are 
better sorted earlier than later.  If this is the case, be ruthless in your rewriting.  It is easier to be 
ruthless at the pencil and writing tablet stage.  This benefit alone would be sufficient reason for 
writing a first draft in pencil even in the absence of other arguments.

As a general rule of thumb, the usual problem is trying to pack too much in too small a space: too 
many ideas in a section, too many clauses in a sentence, too dense a notation.  


