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If you have not written a scientific paper before, you need
guidance. The Journal is now launching the website
tastaturet.no (in English: the keyboard), which gives simple
advice on the different stages of the process.
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Many good books have been written about writing. My personal favourite is William
Zinsser's On writing well, first published in 1976 (1). He starts by telling a story of how
he was invited to address a group of students about writing, together with a surgeon.
The latter has started writing as a recreational activity after spending busy days at the
hospital. The students ask questions which the two of them answer, each from their
own periphery of the world of writing.

Is it easy to write? Yes, replies the surgeon. No, replies Zinsser. Do you edit your own
manuscripts? No, replies the surgeon. Yes, replies Zinsser. What do you do when you
have writer's block? Go fishing, replies the surgeon. Persevere, replies Zinsser. Do you
use metaphors? Love them, replies the surgeon. Seldom, replies Zinsser.

Why does Zinsser answer this way? Because he earns a living by writing. He knows
that writing can be difficult, that no first draft is good enough, and that a text is only
finished after numerous rewrites. He knows that he cannot go and do something else
each time he has writer's block, because then he would not get his work done. And he
knows that while metaphors and ambiguities underpin literary fiction (where the text
should invite different interpretations), they can obfuscate non-fiction (where the
clarity of the message is of primary importance).

Zinsser's main message is that writing is a craft, a separate profession. Writing also has
its specialists and subspecialists. On writing well deals with writing different forms of
non-fiction, including a chapter on writing about sport, which I have also read — not
because I am interested in sport or wish to write about it (no, on both counts), but

Help with writing | Tidsskrift for Den norske legeforening



because the chapter is so well written. However, although the book is about non-fiction
writing, it contains nothing on how to write a scientific paper for a medical journal. For
that you need various sources, not just those that teach you how to write well.

Even if you are 'good at writing', you need help the first time you are setting out to
write a scientific paper (and many times after that too) (2). You should have a mentor
(preferably your supervisor), a textbook (there are many good ones (3, 4)), and —
nowadays — an easily available website where you can look up information on what
you should do. It is just such a website that we at the Journal have wanted to offer you
for a long time. We are therefore now launching the website tastaturet.no (5), where we
have collected out best tips for first-time authors of scientific papers.

«We often have to scrutinise the text to find out the actual purpose
of the study, exactly how it was conducted, and what were the main
results»

Why are we doing this? In our experience, when we receive manuscripts from
inexperienced first authors, the topic is relevant for the Journal and the data collected is
interesting. But we often have to scrutinise the text to find out the actual purpose of the
study, exactly how it was conducted, and what were the main results. There are too
many figures and tables, and it is difficult to understand why precisely these were
selected. At tastaturet.no we want to tell you what must be included and what is
unnecessary. We help you to neaten your text, so that you know which elements should
go where in the manuscript. We also advise you on what to do before you start to write
(spoiler: Read the author guidelines!), what should be included in the cover letter, and
how to respond to the feedback you may receive from the editorial board and peer
reviewers.

We also provide tips on methodology. In our opinion, this is a treasure trove for any
author who works with quantitative research: since 2017, the Journal has included a
regular column called Medicine and numbers (6). These are short articles that deal with
everything from statistical significance (7) to the role of machine learning in research
(8). All these are available at tidsskriftet.no, but at tastaturet.no they are curated and
grouped so that you can more easily find the article that deals with precisely what you
are wondering about.

Doctors who write scientific papers range from students completing a project
assignment, via experienced clinicians who are starting out as researchers, to full-time
professors with long lists of publications to their name. We hope that many will test out
tastaturet.no. If you have tips regarding topics that are missing, or suggestions for
improvements, we would be happy to receive them.

Happy writing — with and at Tastaturet.
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