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Rhetorical Analyses of Scientific Communication

Overview

Goals

· To begin to read like a writer, becoming aware of the distinctions between good writing and bad in the scientific literature.


· To begin to read like an editor, practicing the skills used when revising, editing and rewriting.


· To identify and use models of good writing.


· To gain insight into your own strengths and weaknesses when presenting to a group.


Implementation

Most weeks, we will focus on a specific genre, author, or paper.  You will be asked to read an assigned publication, review the published literature and select a given number of papers to evaluate, or select a publication of your choice to critique. 

The form of analysis will change from week to week.  For example, you may be asked to write a 250-500 word essay, be prepared to discuss an assigned publication, or create three-five slides.

When you select the material being critiqued, you are required to submit copies of it to me with your analysis.  

At least two students will report to the class about each assignment.  

During the quarter, find writing samples that are poorly constructed – and email them to me.
As you read throughout the quarter, notice sentences or passages that are dense, poorly written, or just hard for you to understand.  They can be from any nonfiction source, including journal articles or texts for this course or others, as well as from newspapers or magazines you read for enjoyment.   We’ll discuss them in class and use them for our weekly edits.

Rhetorical Analysis 1:  The Review Article


Goals

In addition to the overall objectives of our rhetorical analyses, this assignment aims to help you:


· Become familiar with review articles and identify at least one prototype. 

· Identify topic(s) and/or references for your major paper for this course.

· Practice writing skills, including searching the literature, reading critically, planning, drafting, revising, and editing.

Deliverables 
1. A brief essay
Write a short essay (500-1,000 words or two-four pages double-spaced) that compares and contrasts the written style and structure of three review articles as described below.  Your essay should:


a. Identify where each article appeared and the audience for that publication.  If you don’t know the audience, check the publication’s Website for clues.  Think about the needs of the audience (for example, a family physician in a small practice will need to know different things about a study and will use it differently from a scientist working in a university lab) and consider if or how this influenced the way the articles were written.  


b. Evaluate if the author(s) used any of the common moves and/or the organizational structures from Montgomery.  If so, where and how effectively?  If not, can you tell why?


c. Include a title, introduction, and conclusion; how you organize the body of this essay is up to you. I want to see that you used the writing process, so be sure to include your notes and outline, along with copies of the three review articles, when you hand in your essay.


2. If you are presenting your essay to the class, be prepared for your talk.
Preparation and Implementation

1. In addition to any other assignments in Montgomery, read the section on review articles that appears on pages 99-106 in Chapter 8.

2. Select a topic that interests you and is germane to your likely topic for this course.


3. Search the appropriate online database, such as PubMed, Web of Science, Google Scholar, etc, for review articles.  Look in the key journals of your field as well as lesser known ones.


4. Read the abstracts for a few and then select three, each from a different source, and if possible, each with a different goal or function.  Obtain and read the entire article as a scientist would.  While reading, think about fair balance, or how the authors handled the limitations of their research and the data they summarize, and what it does to the credibility of the argument.

5. If you find a sentence or passage that you cannot understand; highlight it.  Look up any words that you do not know.  Remove and replace the jargon.  Read it again.  If it is still hard to follow, determine it is poorly written and email it to me.   


6. After you’ve read the articles, “reverse engineer” them in your mind.  Think about how they tell their story. Using the information about review articles in Montgomery to help you determine categories, and adding more groups or sub-groups of your own if needed, identify the function and organization of each article. Create margin notes, a grid and/or some other form of outlining to help you organize this information.  See if you can identify any trends or make generalizations based on what you find.  (If you are really lost, a good way to start is to write a one-two sentence summary in your own words of each paragraph as you read it.  This will help you with several things, including making clear the content of the article.  Plus, when you read the summaries you’ve written, the line of reasoning behind the words usually begins to emerge.  If it’s still murky, try writing one word margin notes.)


7. Write an essay (500-1,000 words or two-four pages), summarizing what you’ve found.  Make sure you include all the elements mentioned at the beginning of this sheet and try to use the basic rules of good writing.  Remember, this essay is compares how the articles are written, not what they are about.  


8. If you are presenting your analysis to the class, outline your talk.  You may use any kind of slides or notes.  Your talk must be three-five minutes long.

Rhetorical Analysis 2:  Interview a Scientist and Create a Communications Profile of Your Field

Goals


In addition to the overall objectives of our rhetorical analyses, this assignment aims to help you:


· Become familiar with distinctive communication practices in your field.

· Learn how scientists apply the writing process.
· Begin identifying public speaking role models.

· Create a simple slide presentation.

· Pinpoint your topic and audience.

Deliverables
1. Three-Five Slides
Draft a few slides written for an audience not familiar with the scientist’s field.  You may use PowerPoint, a word processing program, or neatly write the slides by hand on 8½” -11” paper.  

Introduce your subject, why you selected him or her, and summarize what you learned during the interview about communication, highlighting one main idea.  

Include information about the most important journals, associations and funding sources in your field.  

Use the notes format of PowerPoint to let me know what you would have said during each slide if you were presenting this as a speech.


2. A contribution to The Collected Communication Wisdom of NU Scientists
Preparation and Implementation

1. Choose a living scientist whose communication style you appreciate and would like to emulate. 


2. Search the literature for his or her publications (if his or her lab has a web-page, check it for selected publications.)  Review several abstracts and choose a recent one to read like a scientist. If you would like, review and obtain another article or articles that seem to stand out (one from earlier in his or her career, a different kind of journal, an intriguing topic or title, etc.)
3. Arrange an appointment with this person to discuss the following:
a. The role of communication in science. 

b. The most important journals, associations, and funding sources in your field.
c. The topic or topics you are likely to write about in this course.

4. Devise a list of questions in advance; write them out and bring them with you.  The questions should help you determine the following during the interview:

a. What kinds of communication, written and spoken, he or she uses in professional life.  (One way to do this is to ask about a typical few days in the lab or office – to whom do they speak, what do they read, edit, and present, etc.)  

b. What, if anything, prepared them for this aspect of their work?  

c. Tell your interview subject that you’ve looked at some of his or her published work and show what you have.  Learn what the writing process was like for the examples.  Is that typical for the person?  What is?  
d. What is the “research landscape” like your field?  If you don’t know already, ask what are the most important journals and what makes them different (Audience?  Focus?) Which associations and funding sources are important and why?


5. Discuss your potential research topic with him or her.  For example, ask for thoughts about how to narrow the scope* of your project if needed, help identifying a target journal or background articles, or the validity of you conclusions. 

*For purposes of this course, you may need to limit the number of papers you review to about 10 of the most recent (or most “important”) articles.

Rhetorical Analysis 3:  “What this Paper Adds”  

Goals


In addition to the overall objectives of our rhetorical analyses, this assignment aims to help you:

· Prepare to write, edit and revise the introduction and conclusion of your major paper.
· Remind you of the importance of argumentation in science.
The following from the instructions for authors section of the website of the British Medical Journal ( http://resources.bmj.com/bmj/authors/types-of-article/research ) details requirements for original research articles, in which they include review articles.  

The editors ask for a unique “what this adds” box in addition to an abstract or introduction. Read the instructions carefully, and write a “what this adds” box for your paper.  

Deliverables

For your paper or a research report from your field as instructed, write a “What this paper adds” box that meets the BMJ guidelines.  If appropriate, please supply a copy of the research report as well.

Preparation and Implementation

The following is copied from the BMJ website:






“What this paper adds” box
Please produce a box offering a thumbnail sketch of what your article adds to the literature, for readers who would like an overview without reading the whole article. It should be divided into two short sections, each with 1-3 short sentences. 

section 1:  What is already known on this subject
In two or three short sentences please summarise the state of scientific knowledge on this subject before you did your study and why this study needed to be done. Be clear and specific, not vague. For example you might say:

“Numerous observational studies have suggested that tea drinking may be effective in treating depression, but until now evidence from randomised controlled trials has been lacking/the only randomised controlled trial to date was underpowered/was carried out in an unusual population/did not use internationally accepted outcome measures/used too low a dose of tea.”

or:

“Evidence from trials of tea therapy in depression have given conflicting results. Although Sjogren and Smith conducted a systematic review in 1995, a further 15 trials have been carried out since then…”

section 2:  What this study adds
In one or two short sentences give a simple answer to the question “What do we now know as a result of this study that we did not know before?” Be brief, succinct, specific, and accurate. For example:

“Our study suggests that tea drinking has no overall benefit in depression”. 

You might use the last sentence to summarise any implications for practice, research, policy, or public health. For example, your study might have:

asked and answered a new question (one whose relevance has only recently become clear) contradicted a belief, dogma, or previous evidence provided a new perspective on something that is already known in general provided evidence of higher methodological quality for a message which is already known.

Rhetorical Analysis 4:  Prototypes of Your Full-Length Paper

Goals


In addition to the overall objectives of our rhetorical analyses, this assignment aims to help you:

· Think objectively about your original research or review article.
Deliverables
Use the emailed version of this document as a template.  Type your answers where applicable and return the completed forms to me.  There is no word or page limit this week.  
Preparation and Implementation

1. If you have not already identified at least one prototype for your full-length paper, find it this week.  You may use sections from several papers as models for sections in your overall paper.  

Print two new copies of each model.  You’ll be marking them up quite a bit this week and may find the extra set handy.  Be prepared to hand-in a neatly marked-up set of your models.


2. What structure is used in your models?  Classic IMRAD (Introduction, Methods, Results, Discussion)?  If it’s a review paper, does it use one of Montgomery’s alternatives?   If none of these skeletons explain the organization, what holds the paper together?









3. Look at the instructions for authors for your target journal.  Do your models comply? How might you have to adjust the structure?





4. Circle the verbs in the first 10-12 sentences of each major section in the models. Note whether and how the verb tense shifts from section to section, and how the verbs tend to localize findings or incorporate them into general knowledge claims.  What kind of information tends to be presented in which tense?  What conclusions, if any, can you draw about verb tense?

5. Look for examples of active and passive voice.  Do you see any patterns or strategies in the use of the two?  Compare the types of information that tend to be presented in each mode.  







6. Look at the introductions.  Do they use the four Common Moves?  Mark them off and circle any clear signals included in the text.  Write a paragraph for each prototype in which you describe the author’s line of reasoning.






7. Look for explicit references to figures and tables in the text of your models.  Are they parenthetical or direct?  Does your field, or target journal, prefer one type? How are the data converted to manageable size?  How are the generalizations supported?  Which visual formats are used and are they the most persuasive choices?  


8. Analyze the discussion and conclusion sections.  List the types of discussion issues raised using the categories on the common moves sheets as a starting place, but be prepared to expand the list or create subcategories that might be appropriate to your field.  




Adapted from Writing in the Sciences:  Exploring Conventions of Scientific Discourse (Second Edition), Penrose and Katz.

