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SCIENTIFIC-WRITING WORKSHOP

Lecture 9:

Writing the Abstract Last

180

The Abstract
Compose the Abstract last, not first; 
ensure it contains quantitative content, 
not promises
 Only after 
 Finishing the Discussion ...
 … which was based on evidence in Results ...
 … which was produced by Methods ...
 … which was envisioned by Introduction ...
 ... do you really know for sure what the Abstract should 

say
 Select and summarize the major highlights of each 

section to comprise the Abstract
 Every section merits at least a phrase or sentence in 

the Abstract.
181

The Abstract - 2
Provides thumbnail sketch of paper 

 Nothing more ... 
 No content in abstract not also in paper

 Nothing less ... 
 Every section of paper merits at least a 

phrase or a sentence in the Abstract

182

 Give specific, hard numbers and facts
 Abstract may be all they have time to read
 Abstract is available free to all on PubMED
 Reader may not have free access to full paper

 If interested in details, they will read the 
main parts

 Do not “advertise” what the paper will say
 Teases readers to buy the product

 Even complex research can be generalized 
for summary in the Abstract

The Abstract - 3
Service to readers

183

■ Structured 
headings
□ May be 

specified by 
some journals

■ Otherwise
□ You may opt to 

apply your own, 
or no heading
▶ “Introduction:”
▶ “Methods:”
▶ “Results:”
▶ “Conclusions:”

The Abstract - 4
Structured

* Hallett RL, et al. PLOS Clin Trial. 21 July 2006;1(3):e15

Chloroquine/sulphadoxine-pyrimethamine for Gambian 
children with malaria: Transmission to mosquitoes of 
multidrug-resistant Plasmodium falciparum *
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The Abstract - 5
■ Excellent Abstract (Vaccine 2010;28:3856-3864)

□ Each section of paper represented, in order
□ Has specific quantitative data! 

I.
M.

R.

D.

185

The Abstract - 6
 Unsatisfying Abstract (Vaccine 2006;24/S3:S178-186)

 Economic model of vaccine usage (HPV)
 Hard to discern surrogate phrases/sentence 

standing in for each section of paper
 No data
 Promises the paper will “highlight” things
 What “different models” were “explored”?
 What “model results are consistent” in predicting 

utility?

186

Exercise 7 – Write an Abstract from a Published 
Paper

■ Paper “A” > Workshop subgroup A
□ Phongmany S, Rolain J-M, Phetsouvanh R, et al. Rickettsial infections 

and fever, Vientiane, Laos. Emerg Infect Dis 2006;12(2):256-262. 
(http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1202.050900)

■ Paper “B” > Workshop subgroup B
□ Ly KA, Ton TGN, Ngo QV, Vo TT, Fitzpatrick AL. Double burden: a 

cross-sectional survey assessing factors associated with underweight and 
overweight status in Danang, Vietnam.  BMC Public Health  
2013;13:35. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-35)

■ Paper “C” > Workshop subgroup C
□ Valarcher J-F, Knowles NJ, Zakharov V, et al.  Multiple origins of foot-

and-mouth disease virus serotype Asia 1 outbreaks, 2003–2007.  
Emerg Infect Dis 2009;15(7):1046-1051.  
(http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1507.081621)

■ Paper “D” > Workshop subgroup D
□ Wangchuk S, Chinnawirotpisan P, Dorji T, Tobgay T, Dorji T, Yoon I-K, 

Fernandez S. Chikungunya fever outbreak, Bhutan, 2012. Emerg Infect 
Dis 2013;19(10):1681-1684.  (http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1910.130453)
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End of Exercise 7
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SCIENTIFIC-WRITING WORKSHOP

Lecture 10:

Keeping Editors and Reviewers 
Happy 

-
Cover Letters for Invited Revisions

http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1202.050900
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-35
http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1507.081621
http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1910.130453
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Peer Review
Sympathize with reviewers.

Harper’s Magazine, May 2011

191

Peer Review - 2 
Keep peer reviewers and editors happy
■ Decision fatigue

□ It is stressful to make difficult decisions
▶ “Parole” vs. “no early release from prison”

▷ See Sunday N.Y. Times Magazine, 2011-08-21
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html?pagewanted=all

▶ “Guilty” vs. “not Guilty” in trials
▶ “Accept” vs. “Reject” in scientific publications

□ Many factors can affect decisions
▶ Time of day, hunger, bad night’s sleep, low 

brain/blood glucose, family problems, etc.
□ Make your revision cover letter (and the original 

submission) as painless as possible for reviewers 
who may be suffering decision fatigue 

192

Peer Review - 3
Keep peer reviewers and editors happy

■ Reviewers usually volunteers
□ Hurried, tired, busy, distracted
□ Unconscious factors may be in effect

▶ Physiological, biological, personal, professional 

■ Make their work as easy as possible
□ Format according to advice in prior lecture

▶ Write for generalists (reviewers and readers)
▷ Not necessarily familiar with your field’s jargon

▶ Label clearly lines, pages, figures, tables
▶ Define clearly terms and abbreviations

193

Handling Rejections
Rejection is not necessarily a negative 
judgment on your work of manuscript;
if it is, use it as a learning experience
 Many journals try to maintain focus on their 

narrow subject matter
 Your paper may be outside that scope
 Your paper may be duplicative
 The 10th paper reporting a finding adds little to 

first nine
 If rejection was based on poor quality, take 

advantage of the reviewers’ criticisms before 
submitting elsewhere

194

Invitation to Revise
In cover letter, respond in detail to 
every reviewer comment
 Prepare cover letter for revised manuscript (ms.)
 Copy word-for-word each reviewer’s comments
 Saves reviewers’ and editor’s time looking up past comments

 Explain point-by-point how paper changed in response 
to each comment or criticism
 Set off by indenting, font, and color to ease readability

 Show a quote of the changed sentence or item
 If disagreeing with reviewer, provide a polite rebuttal

 In the revised manuscript:
 Highlight the changed items

 Avoid italics, boldfacing, underlining to avoid accidental publication

 Use continuous line numbering, not resetting each page
195

Invitation to Revise - 2
In cover letter, respond in detail to 
every reviewer comment.
■ Use formatting to set off comment from response
■ Provide page and line numbers to find changes

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html?pagewanted=all
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Invitation to Revise - 3
In cover letter, respond in detail to 
every reviewer comment.
■ Examples

□ Quote the actual changed text or citation

197

Invitation to Revise - 4
In cover letter, respond in detail to 
every reviewer comment.

■ One need not agree with every 
reviewer suggestion
□ Politely explain disagreement

198

Invitation to Revise - 5
In cover letter, respond in detail to 
every reviewer comment.
■ Examples
□ Highlight new text in revised manuscript

199

Invitation to Revise - 6
Include every answer to reviewer 
question in revised manuscript 
■ Readers of the publication may have the 

same questions as reviewers did
□ Ensure revision averts future questions by 

clarifying the matter

They answered the reviewer’s question, but was the ms.
changed to ensure readers will not have the same question?

200

Invitation to Revise - 8
Example of ideal cover-letter formatting

Reviewer 
comment 
flush left

Quoting actual sentence in text font saves reviewer 
from scrolling all the way to that line in text to verify. Author 

response 
indented in 
different font 
and color

In actual text, use font color and/or highlighting to show revisions.  Do not 
use boldface, underline, or italics, which may inadvertently get into print. 201

Invitation to Revise - 2
Sample cover letter opening statement
 For either 
 Original 

submission
 Re-submitted 

revision
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Thank you!


