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In the November 2016 EASE Newsletter, Julian Venables
proposed “Five golden rules for writing a good scientific
paper.”! Rule #5 is “Be clear - sentences should be less than
25 words long” He continues: “The 20 + 10 rule says that for
each 10 words above 20 a sentence becomes twice as hard to
read. So for a 70 word sentence, which is not uncommon for
francophone scientists, there is an ‘excess of 50 words’ ie 5
extra 10s, or a 2x2x2x2x2 = a 32-fold increase in difficulty!”
[Spelling and punctuation are as published.]

Unfortunately, Rule #5 wont necessarily improve
writing.*® It’s actually a myth, and one that harms us
professionally when we perpetuate it.” I don't mean to be
critical of Dr Venables. Most of my fellow medical writers
and clients who are nonnative English speakers are also
unaware of the research base and advanced skills that are
a part of our profession. I learned them in the 1970s, when
I was trained to be a technical writer by technical writers.
My sense is that people entering the profession of medical
writing in mid career do not get the same orientation or
training. This lack of awareness is curious, if not disturbing,
for another reason however. If physicians study medicine,
psychologists study psychology, and historians study
history, why don’t writers study writing?

Why the rule won’t necessarily improve writing
The Rule is puzzling. What does it mean if a text is
“twice as hard to read?” What is a “32-fold increase in
difficulty?” I suspect that “reading difficulty” is the concept
of “reading grade level,” which is the outcome of some
readability formulas. The usual understanding of reading
grade level is that a text written at, say, an 8th-grade level
can be understood by a reader with at least an 8th-grade
education. Not so. It means that half the 8th graders
tested for their comprehension of a standardised text can
answer correctly half of the questions about it.® So, if we
test 10 adolescents and only 5 answer 5 of 10 questions
correctly—the circumstance that defines reading grade
level—the “comprehension success rate” is only 25%. In
fact, readability formulas have long been discredited as a
way to guide revision or to evaluate writing.>*'* Consider
the fact that a text and the same text written backwards,
making it meaningless, have the same reading grade level.
Back to Rule #5. Shortening sentences, by itself, does not
necessarily improve comprehension,*® and may even reduce
it.* Complexity, not length, is what reduces comprehension,
and longer sentences have more opportunities to be
complex.” Sentence length is a factor in many readability
formulas, however, which penalise longer sentences as
surrogates for increased complexity. The advice to use
shorter sentences is not necessarily bad, it’s just simplistic;
based on correlation, not causation; and not supported by
the research.

Why the rule harms scientific writers

Conventional notions of writing are founded on what welearned
in college composition classes and practiced in writing term
papers in college; that is, on “writer-based texts,” written for an
audience of one, who knows more about the topic than we do,
and who has no need for the information we have presented."*
In contrast, scientific writing is functional, “reader-centered”
writing, in which we write for a few to a few thousand readers,
who know less about the topic than we do, and who need to
use the information we provide.” Good scientific writing is
determined by how well readers understand, remember, recall,
and use a text, not by sentence length.®

Many people—the public, employers, clients, and
even some scientific writers—believe that doing well in
academic writing courses and having a knowledge of
science qualify someone to be a scientific writer; that a
flare for writing is what differentiates scientific writers from
other professionals. This belief is so widely and deeply held
that many otherwise educated and intelligent professionals
in other disciplines have studied various applications of
scientific writing without knowing the methods, measures,
endpoints, and results of studies in written communication
conducted by specialists in that field.

Atelling, ifunfortunate, example of this mistaken beliefis the
article titled “Readability assessment of psychiatry journals™'®
In this article, five authors assessed the “readability” of 500
articles from psychiatric journals, without understanding
that the limitations of readability formulas made their efforts
meaningless. Although in medicine most “readability”
research has been done on patient education materials
(PubMed alone lists about 100 articles on this topic), other
authors have studied the “readability” of scientific articles and
other documents prepared for professionals.'*** The article
cited above is just the most illustrative of these wasted efforts.

Despite the reality that “there is clearly a difference
between competent writing and sophisticated writing,’* the
conventional wisdom about writing doesn't recognise this
difference. It doesn't recognise that scientific writing differs
fundamentally from literary or creative writing and from
journalism or popular writing.”**** Becoming an expert
scientific writer requires more and different training than
that provided in college,”*** as well as a different orientation
to writing.”** It requires mastering different skills’; learning
the characteristics of different audiences, different document
types, and different media’; and knowing what the research
says about written communication.**°

As scientific writers, every time we cite a Rule #5 (there
are several such “rules”), we reinforce the mistaken and
dangerous notion that scientific writing is merely writing about
science; that it is a subset of conventional writing. Among 800
high-ranking medical researchers, 65% believed they could
write better than professional medical communicators.* If
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employers and clients assume that they know pretty much what
we know about writing,*** our perceived value may be more
related to what others don’t want to do than to what we can do
that they cannot. This perception undervalues the profession,
if it acknowledges the need for the profession at all. We need
to distance ourselves from conventional notions of writing by
developing superior knowledge and skills because changing the
way people think about scientific writing is essential not only to
defining our profession but to having one.

Copies of articles published in the AMWA Journal are
available from the author on request.
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