Writing dissertations: general comments on style 

Be concise but describe things adequately.

The use of sub-headings may make some sections clearer, although excessive sub-headings should be avoided.

Use Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion sections properly.

Make sure you reference statements properly and in full, and keep the style of references consistent.  Style includes capitalisation, italics, bold type, commas, semi-colons etc.  See a scientific paper or book for examples of how to do it.

Do not quote large chunks of material verbatim.  It is far better to put it in your own words to demonstrate understanding.  

Do not overuse footnotes.  A footnote of a couple of words is better in the text.

Use the spell-checker, but use it intelligently.  

If your grammar is weak, use the grammar checker, but again, do so intelligently.  If in doubt, use shorter sentences.

Read through your work carefully at a draft stage, correct any errors in grammar and change sentences where the meaning is unclear.  

Do not hand in work that you have not proof read and corrected.

Remember to keep a back-up copy of your work at all times, save your work regularly, and do not leave printing it out to the last moment.

Presenting results - figures, tables and statistics

Table and figure legends should be full and complete.  A one-line summary is not sufficient.  They should be understandable in isolation from the text.  Label axes clearly and indicate units of measurement.  Where using a map, you must include a scale bar, and a North pointer may be relevant as well.

Present data in either tabular or graphical format.  Do not present the same data twice in different formats.

Avoid excessive use of colour for figures and graphs - use of dashed/solid lines etc. and different shading patterns in graphs is preferable

Be selective in the statistics you derive from computer outputs.  Only use the relevant ones.  A table with lots of different values including kurtosis etc. is not necessarily relevant, so only include things that you are going to discuss.  The key values are usually the mean (or median), standard deviation or standard error, and the sample size.

Use an appropriate graphical format for the data.  If the x axis is a categorical variable, use histograms or bar charts.  If the x-axis is continuous, join up the points with a line or curve.

Significance (P) values should be given either as absolute values, normally to 2 decimal places, e.g. P=0.04, or in commonly used steps, e.g. P<0.05, P<0.01, P<0.005, P<0.001.  Keep the format consistent.  Do not put P=0.000; this should be expressed as P<0.001.  Similarly, do not put P=1.000; this should be expressed as P>0.999.

Quantities up to and including ten should be written out in full.  Above ten you can use figures (unless at the start of a sentence), e.g. nine times, 11 times, four buckets, 18 buckets.  However, if your quantity refers to specific measured units, you should use figures even with low values, e.g. 3 cm, 7 ml
You should try not start a sentence with a number.  If you have to do so, you should always write the number out in full, e.g. “Two hundred and fifty records were obtained.....”.  Alternatively, you could try and re-arrange the sentence, e.g. “A total of 250 records was obtained…”.
Grammar and spelling

Science is about communication, so the correct use of grammar and spelling is important.

a.  Grammar

Use apostrophes correctly to signify possessives (not plurals), e.g. the animals were in the field, the man walked in to the animal’s field (singular animal), the man walked into the animals’ field (plural animals), the government’s objectives rather than the governments objective’s
Do not use abbreviations, e.g. write does not rather than doesn’t, has not rather than hasn’t
Avoid excessive use of acronyms and always explain them at first use

Use capitals appropriately, e.g. English Nature, Forest Enterprise rather then English nature, forest Enterprise

Keep tenses consistent within the same sentence

Make sure verbs agree with subjects (i.e. singular or plural), e.g. the objectives of the work were to measure.... rather than the objectives of the work was to measure...
Data are plural, e.g. the data show that rather than the data shows that, the data were obtained rather than the data was obtained
Do not use active phrases as nouns, e.g. Examination of the data showed rather than The examining of the data showed.  Alternatively, you could write Examining the data showed.

b.  Spelling

If you are unsure how to spell a word, use a dictionary.  Do not just guess.

Some common spelling mistakes are:

affect/effect

affect (verb) = to have an influence on, e.g. the drug affected her immediately
effect (verb) = to bring about (a change), e.g. the drug effected an immediate change in her
effect (noun) = a result, e.g. the drug had an immediate effect on her
there/their

there = a location, their = belonging to them, e.g. they put their coats on, there was a significant difference, their accident happened over there
its/it’s

it’s = it is, e.g. it’s raining, it’s obvious, it’s not working
its = of it, e.g. its lights were not working
whose/who’s

whose = belonging, e.g. whose umbrella is this?
who’s = who is, e.g. who’s hiding the umbrella?
dependent/dependant

dependant = someone who depends on someone else such as a child, e.g. he has two dependants
dependent = something that depends on something else, e.g. diversity is dependent on soil moisture
Checking your work

It is very important to allow sufficient time to check your work carefully before submitting it.  Once you have finished your work, you should therefore read through it carefully (usually, reading it through on a print-out is much more effective than doing so on the computer screen) and check for spelling, typographical and grammatical errors, sentence construction and clarity of meaning.  
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