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Overview
� About writing, and writing in a research setting.
� Setting your goals.
� Preparing to write.
� Free writing process.
� Chained free writing.
� Some tips for proposal/fellowship/application writing.
� Basic writing tips.
� Some focused tips for writing a personal, relevant 

background and future goals statement.



About writing…

“The discipline of writing something down is the first 
step toward making it happen. In conversation you can 
get away with all kinds of vagueness and nonsense, 
often without even realizing it. But there’s something 
about putting your thoughts on paper that forces you to 
get down to specifics. That way, it’s harder to deceive 
yourself or anybody else.”  (Cynthia Fuhrmann et. al; 
December 2013).



First, Set Your Goals: Why are you writing?
� The discipline of writing something down is the first 

step toward making it happen. 
� Therefore, start with you and your career goals: do 

you have a 5 and 10 year plan and ‘horizon’? What 
are your personal short and long term 
scientific/scholarship goals?

� Then you can work on writing your research ideas, 
your fellowship proposals, your journal articles.

Pro Tip: use a career development management tool like MYIDP to make sure 
you a regularly searching and reporting on your progress

� http://myidp.sciencecareers.org/





Creating the Time and Space
� Writing takes time 
� Regular Schedule – no binge writing!

� Analyze when you write best, and set aside regular 
times.

� I recommend 1 hour every day before checking e-mail
� Boice and Johnson 1984:

� those who wrote daily in regularly scheduled writing sessions 
produced more new ideas than those who wrote sporadically.

� Writing cues: set up environment for writing
� Certain pen, certain desk, arrangement of materials and 

data, music, etc. 
� “I am writing.”



Freewriting Process

� Divide your writing session in half:

� Freewriting

� Analyze, organize, and fill in the best 
parts that you've written.



Chained Free Writing
� http://writtenkitten.co/
� Write for 5 minutes in ^ or word doc
� If you can’t think of what to write, then write your 

name over and over
� Don’t stop
� After 5 minutes, review what you have written and 

circle or highlight the most valuable information.
� Start a new 5 minute free-writing session, focused on 

the most valuable outcome of the first session.

http://writtenkitten.co/


Now we write… Free-writing #1
� Open a word document that will save your free-writing exercises.
� Write for 5 minutes.
� If you can’t think of what to write, then write your name over and over.
� DON’T STOP.

Prompts (All optional!)

� “When I received notice that I was accepted to the SFI UCR Program, I 
couldn’t believe it because…

� “After this summer is over…”

� “Before I apply to graduate school, I’d like to…”



Free-writing #2
� Review what you have written and circle or highlight the most 

valuable information.

� Start a new 5 minute free-writing session, focused on the 
most valuable outcome of the first session.

� How was it?



About Writer’s Block
� # 1 cause of writers block is “I have to have it all worked 

out first before I can begin to write.”
� Yet, studies show that writing is in and of itself a catalyst 

for thinking and analyzing.  You have to “see” what you 
think.

� Writing stimulates brain function.
� Writing can move you to comprehend the outline of your 

thoughts.
� Write EVERY DAY!!!



Not all academic writing is the same…
No matter what the genre, all writing is storytelling.

- Steven Taylor Goldsberry

Writing is seduction.
- Stephen King 





The Upside Down Principle for 
proposal/fellowship/application writing

� Communication from the inside out.
� Write it ‘backwards’, upside down or ‘inside out’
� See: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IPYeCltXpxw
� Start proposals with a one-sentence punch-line.

� First sentence expresses the ‘How and Why’
� Follow with a one-paragraph summary 

argument.
� Add details as room permits.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IPYeCltXpxw




Upside Down Example
� The Center for the Management of Information proposes to 

reduce the drop-out rate among inner-city k-12 at risk learners 
by 30%...

� …by creating a library of collaborative learning techniques that 
will engage the learner’s vested interests, and so reengage 
them in the learning process.



What are you trying to say? Articulate your 
objectives using NO jargon.

� The Center for Research, Excellence, and Diversity in 
Team Science (CREDITS) will be an integrated research 
and training program to increase and enhance Team 
Science (TS) capacity, effectiveness, and excellence in 
California. 

� CREDITS will solve big problems by creating better 
teams using diverse approaches helped by the 
different backgrounds of the scientists. 



If you can say it better in fewer words, do 
so!

� Scientific research can be enhanced when informed by diverse points 
of view and diverse (and thus often broader) research questions. For 
instance, scientific discoveries have been made by women and URM 
scientists because of their particular gendered and racialized 
perspectives and experiences in the world. Diversity in science and in 
scientific teams increases public support of science, and brings 
scientific questions and research more in line with social needs and 
benefits.  Diversity on organizational teams is generally seen to have 
positive effects on creativity, innovation, and productivity. However, 
women and URM scientists are less likely to participate in team 
science collaborations, and their participation in these networks 
develops later in their careers.

� Women and URM scientists don't participate as actively on science 
teams. We have a proven leadership program that will broaden 
participation.

� ….



Free-Writing – 280 characters
http://www.charactercountonline.com/

� Write a 280 research objective using no 
jargon.



The Showcase Principle
� A great physical space establishes credibility
� High-caliber graphics can help



Which Document Would You Rather Read?





Basic Writing Tips
� Clarity is essential (ideas and writing).

� Some redundancy is good.

� Make sure that everything is there for a purpose. 

� State things simply in common terms, and define 
your terms clearly if you must use nonstandard 
language.  

� Avoid abbreviations and unexplained acronyms 
(ALWAYS spell out acronyms the first time you use 
them).



Basic Writing Tips, contd.
� Show your passion! (but don’t exaggerate!)

� Use declarative sentences.
� USE “when,” “will,” “shall,”
� Try to avoid “should,” “would,” “try,” “perhaps,” “hope” 

� Use the active (not passive) voice.
� "We will develop an experiment, “ or
� “The team will develop an experiment”
� NOT "An experiment will be developed .”
� “I heard it through the Grapevine” NOT ”The Grapevine 

was where I heard it”.



Basic Writing Tips, contd.

� Answer the questions you would have if you were reviewing 
the proposal/application/article. 

� Ask an educated ‘lay’ person to read and comment on your 
proposal/article/application. 

� Ask another person to proofread and edit the final draft.

� Build in time to put it aside and come back to it.



Writing a Personal, Relevant Background and 
Future Goals Statement
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Personal, Relevant Background and Future Goals 
Statement
� How will graduate school prepare you for a career that 

allows you to contribute to expanding scientific 
understanding as well as broadly benefiting society?  
� Describe your personal, educational and/or professional experiences 

that motivate your decision to pursue advanced study.  
� Include specific examples of any research and/or professional activities 

in which you have participated;  and how these activities have prepared 
you for graduate school.  

� Specify your role in the activity including the extent to which you 
worked independently and/or as part of a team.

� Describe the contributions of your activity to advancing knowledge in 
your and related fields as well as the potential for broader societal 
impacts. 
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Personal, Relevant Background and Future Goals 
Statement. Telling Your Story: contd. 

Why are you excited about your research?
Do you have the potential to be a scientific leader?
Does your research and degree program fit with your future 
plans? What have you accomplished? How have you dealt 
with adversity and setbacks? 
How have you been engaged with people from diverse 
backgrounds?
Have you taught and mentored others? Will you continue?
Describe your competencies and evidence of leadership potential.
Discuss your career aspirations and how the fellowship will enable 
you to achieve your goals.
� Adapted from materials created by Robin G. Walker, PhD, University of Missouri
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Personal, Relevant Background and 
Future Goals Statement, contd.
l Tell your story in a compelling and interesting way; but don’t 

tell your entire life story!!

l How does who you are motivate you?

l Don’t hesitate to show your passion!

l Remember: reviewers will be interested in your potential in 
graduate school and beyond.



� Frame your passion and your innovative, quality work in 
the right language for the reader!

� And a little ‘pixie dust’ never hurt!

Bottom line



Discussion and Burning Questions?



Let’s connect!

Contact:

Susan Carter, J.D.
Research Development Director
Santa Fe Institute
scarter@santafe.edu
505-946-2756


