
NRES 891A – Writing in Science – Fall 2014 
Thursday 3-5 PM; Hardin Hall 200 

Dates: Oct 9th – 4 Dec. 2014 
Dr. Amy Burgin 

burginam@gmail.com 
HH 412; office hours by appointment 

 
The goal of this class is to make you a better writer through reading about the process of 
scientific writing.  Writing is the core of how we communicate our scientific findings; fostering 
good writing skills now will help you throughout your career regardless of if you remain in 
academia.  We will focus our effort on a recent text, Writing Science: How to write papers that 
get cited and proposals that get funded by Dr. Joshua Schimmel.  This book is required for the 
class and is about $25 on Amazon.   

 
Date Chapters or Papers Leader 
9/11/14 Find a current paper (2013-14) in Science, 

Nature or an ESA Journal (e.g., Ecology or 
EcoApps) 

Email PDF of paper to Amy 

Prior to 
10/9/14 

Read Chapters 1&2 and 12-13 papers.   
 

No Class – Reading 

10/9/14 Read Chapters 1&2  
Complete Exercise 2.1 
Read papers labeled “1st discussion” and 
prepare answers to the questions at right. 

Amy leads discussion asking:   
1. Why do we write? 
2. How does writing fit into the 
broader need for scientific 
communication? 
3. How is publishing changing? 

10/16/14 Read Chs 2-4.  Complete Exercises 3.1 and 4.1 {students TBD} 
10/23/14 Read Ch. 5-7. Complete 5.1, 5.3, 7.1 {students TBD} 
10/30/14 Read Ch. 8-9. Complete 8.1 and 9.1 {students TBD} 
11/6/14 Read Ch. 10-11. Complete 10.1, 11.1, 11.3 {students TBD} 
11/13/14 Read Ch. 12-14. Complete 12.1, 12.3, 12.4, 

13.1, 14.1 
{students TBD} 

11/20/14 Read Ch. 15-17. Complete 15.1, 15.3, 16.2 {students TBD} 
12/4/14 Read Ch. 18-20. Complete 20.1 {students TBD} 
 

The class is pass/fail and you will be evaluated on attendance, preparedness for 
discussion (knowledge of the papers and/or completion of the writing exercises) and active 
participation in discussion (e.g. commenting on the reading at least 3x per week).  Missing more 
than one class, OR not completing written assignments OR not participating in more than one 
discussion (e.g., present but do not offer any insight) is grounds for failure.  Most of the assigned 
exercises are discussions of the same 9-10 papers we’ll focus on all semester (actual number 
depends on final enrollment).  Before the first class period, you need to read all papers and the 
first two chapters of the text.  When it is your week to lead, I expect you to come prepared to 
initiate discussion.  Occasionally there will be some editing or small writing exercises (Ch 5, 11, 
12, 16).  When these are assigned, please e-mail them to me by noon on the day they are due.  
Also prepare them in writing and bring them with you to discussion. 



 
Assigned papers for the first class discussion: 

1. Keuhne, L. et al. 2014.  Practical Science Communication Strategies for Graduate 
Students.  Conservation Biology. (Early Edition) 

2. Stantzner, B. and V. Resh.  2010.  Negative changes in the scientific publication process 
in ecology: potential causes and consequences.  Freshwater Biology 55(12): 2639-2653. 

3. Schafer, R, et al. 2011.  Perspectives from early career researchers on the publication 
process in ecology – a response to Statzner & Resh.  Freshwater Biology 56(11): 2405-
2412. 

 
To assign the remaining papers to be used in class exercises, you will need to select a paper from 
a recent journal.  The paper should be dated 2013 or 2014 and should be from Science, Nature or 
a journal published by the Ecological Society of America (ESA, which includes Ecology, 
Ecological Applications and Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment).  On the first day you 
will need to explain why you picked the paper, including details like it’s relevance to your 
subject area or if it is by a scientist whose work you admire.  You also need to know: 1) the 
impact factor of the journal [and explain what an impact factor is], 2) something about the 
authors (are they grad student/advisor pairs or senior scientists?), and 3) the number of citations 
your paper has received, as well as the most cited paper (number and reference) of the first 
author of your chosen paper.  The papers are wide open – pick something that speaks to you and 
that you won’t mind reading 5-8 times over the semester.  Keep in mind that, while we’re all 
ecologists, we represent a wide range of interests from population to ecosystem ecology, so also 
try to pick something you think will be of general interest. 
 
These papers will be the basis for most of the exercises we do in the first part of the class 
wherein we analyze and compare the writing styles of different authors.  You will need to read 
ALL student assigned papers, as well as the three listed above, for the first class discussion.  
Your paper selection is due to me by 11 September 2014, and I will email the list/pdfs to the 
group by that following Monday (9/15/14).  In the class periods after the first class, which I will 
lead, we will have a 2 hour class block wherein we will discussion 2-4 chapters from the book 
and complete the relevant exercises, most of which will involve analyzing the assigned papers.  
Following the first class, 1-2 students will be assigned to lead discussion.  How you decide to 
lead discussion is up to you – you can do the whole two hours together, or you can partition the 
reading/exercises into your own responsible areas for discussion. 
 
Papers for the group exercises (2013 papers listed; papers change based on student interests): 

1. Schimel J.P. and J. Bennett.  2004.  Nitrogen mineralization: challenges of a changing 
paradigm.  Ecology 85(3): 591-602. (Well-regarded ecologist [author of your text], also 
fits the bill as a synthesis paper. Cited over 750 times.) 

2. Carpenter, S.R., N.F. Caraco, D.L. Correll, R.W. Howarth, A.N. Sharpley, and V.H. 
Smith.  1998. Nonpoint pollution of surface waters with phosphorus and nitrogen. 
Ecological Applications 8(3): 559-568. (Well-regarded ecologist; a paper that is mid-way 
between a synthesis and a data-oriented paper.  Cited nearly 3000 times.) 

3. Ryals R. and W.L. Silver.  2013.  Effects of organic matter amendments on net primary 
productivity and greenhouse gas emissions in annual grasslands.  Ecological Applications 
32(1): 46-59.  (This is a paper authored by a graduate student and her advisor.  It is just 



out, so I don’t report citations.  This is included because it is analogous to something that 
you might be expected to produce from your thesis.) 

4. Humphries, P., A. Richardson, G. Wilson and T. Ellison.  2013.  River regulation and 
recruitment in a protracted-spawning riverine fish.  Ecological Applications 23(1): 208-
225.  (This is published in the same edition of EA as #3.  It is included for comparison.) 

5. McIsaac G.F., M.B. David, G.Z. Gertner and D.A. Goolsby. 2001. Nitrate flux in the 
Mississippi River.  Nature 414: 166-7. (Cited 159 times.) 

6. Robertson, G.P., A.E. Paul, R. R. Harwood.  2000.  Greenhouse gases in intensive 
agriculture: Contributions to the radiative forcing of the atmosphere.  Science 289: 1922-
1925.  (Included as a slightly longer “report” in Science, cited over 800 times.) 

 
Papers on important aspects of scientific publishing (not required, but good to read): 

1. Olden, J. 2007.  How do ecological journals stack-up? Ranking of scientific quality 
according to the h-index.  EcoScience 14(3): 370-376. 

2. Leimu, R. and J. Koricheva.  2005.  What determines the citation frequency of ecological 
papers?  Trends in Ecology & Evolution 20(1): 28-32. 

3. Lortie, C. et al. 2007. Publication bias and merit in ecology.  Oikos 116: 1247-54. 
4. Barto, E. and M. Rillig.  2012.  Dissemination biases in ecology: Effect sizes matter more 

than quality.  Oikos 121 (2): 228-235. 
5. Wenneras C. and A. Wold.  1997. Nepotism and sexism in peer-review.  Nature 387: 

341- 343.   
 
 
Students with disabilities are encouraged to contact the instructor for a confidential discussion of 
their individual needs for academic accommodation. It is the policy of the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln to provide flexible and individualized accommodation to students with 
documented disabilities that may affect their ability to fully participate in course activities or to 
meet course requirements. To receive accommodation services, students must be registered with 
the Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) office, 132 Canfield Administration, 472-3787 
voice or TTY. 
 
Academic Integrity & Student Responsibilities  
Your responsibilities are to attend all the lectures, ask questions, keep current with assigned 
readings, participate actively in class, complete assignments on time, and express yourself 
creatively and concisely in your work. I will do my best to be clear, organized, and fair.  
Please familiarize yourself with the University of Nebraska student obligation and rights through 
the appropriate channels. 
 
Emergency Response: 

·        Fire Alarm (or other evacuation): In the event of a fire alarm: Gather belongings (Purse, 
keys, cellphone, N-Card, etc.) and use the nearest exit to leave the building. Do not use the 
elevators. After exiting notify emergency personnel of the location of persons unable to exit the 
building. Do not return to building unless told to do so by emergency personnel.  Meet in the 
North Hardin parking lot by the number of the floor you exited. 



·        Tornado Warning:  When sirens sound, move to the lowest interior area of building or 
designated shelter.  Stay away from windows and stay near an inside wall when possible. 

·        Active Shooter 

o   Evacuate:  if there is a safe escape path, leave belongings behind, keep hands 
visible and follow police officer instructions.  

o   Hide out:  If evacuation is impossible secure yourself in your space by turning 
out lights, closing blinds and barricading doors if possible.  

o   Take action: As a last resort, and only when your life is in imminent danger, 
attempt to disrupt and/or incapacitate the active shooter. 

·        UNL Alert:  Notifications about serious incidents on campus are sent via text message, 
email,unl.edu website, and social media.  For more information go to: http://unlalert.unl.edu. 

·        Additional Emergency Procedures can be found 
here: http://emergency.unl.edu/doc/Emergency_Procedures_Quicklist.pdf 

 


