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M Hamaludin 

Introduction 

At th e r is k o f borin g yo u wit h a  stor y whic h i s probabl y 
familiar, I  would lik e t o dra w you r attentio n t o th e prou d 
mother whos e so n ha d jus t starte d t o d o maths . On e da y 
when th e neighbou r wa s visiting , sh e coul d no t preven t 
herself fro m displayin g he r motherl y pr ide . S o sh e calle d 
Joey fro m th e sittin g roo m t o th e kitche n an d aske d hi m t o 
say goo d mornin g t o M r s . Jone s i n algebra . 

I mention he r becaus e I  think sh e typifie s th e exten t t o whic h 
the averag e perso n understand s science . I t i s importan t 
that yo u kee p thi s i n min d becaus e yo u mus t writ e i n suc h a 
way tha t you r reade r wil l understan d wha t yo u ar e saying . 

For example , wha t i s a  calorie ? I s i t "th e quantit y o f hea t 
necessary t o effec t a  r i s e i n temperatur e o f on e degre e 
Centigrade o f a  cub e o f wate r eac h dimensio n o f whic h i s one -
tenth o f a  par t o f th e lengt h o f a  ba r o f platinu m an d irridiu m 
alloy lyin g i n th e observator y o f St . Cloud?" . Perhaps , i t 
i s . Bu t i f yo u tel l tha t t o th e averag e person , h e wil l eithe r 
think yo u hav e flippe d you r li d o r tha t yo u ar e protectin g on e 
of thos e new-fangle d language s tha t th e spaceme n ar e sai d 
to b e learnin g jus t i n cas e the y mee t th e Martians . I t ma y 
not b e th e mos t exac t scientifi c definition , bu t th e averag e 
person wil l hav e a  bette r ide a i f yo u explai n tha t 10 0 calorie s 
of energ y ca n b e ha d fro m thre e lump s o f suga r o r a  da b of 
butter. 

The centra l poin t whic h yo u mus t bea r i n min d whe n writin g 
the non-technica l articl e i s tha t you r reader s wil l b e non -
technical peopl e wh o wil l hav e neithe r th e tim e no r th e in -
clination t o g o bac k t o schoo l t o understan d wha t yo u ar e try -
ing t o say . Writ e simply . 

Types o f reader s 

As a  rule , you r reader s wil l fal l int o fou r categories: -

(i) th e scholarl y reader s 
with advance d scienc e educatio n an d 
with highl y specialise d interest ; 

(ii) th e rathe r les s scholarl y reader s 
with a  somewha t broade r interes t 
base bu t wit h a  hig h leve l o f 
education; 

(iii) th e averag e reade r withou t muc h 
science educatio n an d no t a s 
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easily abl e t o understan d 
technical stuf f a s th e othe r 
two groups ; an d 

(iv) th e man , woma n an d chil d whos e 
interest i s purel y tha t o f 
entertainment. 

These fou r categorie s ca n b e illustrate d i n pyrami d for m 

Writers us e a  styl e an d languag e t o sui t th e categor y t o 
which the y ar e aiming , an d thi s ca n b e judge d b y th e kind s o f 
publications fo r whic h the y wri te . Fo r ou r purposes , you r 
writing shoul d b e directe d a t th e mas s circulatio n publications , 
such a s genera l interes t magazine s an d newspapers . Unlik e 
readers o f specialised-interes t publications , you r averag e 
reader an d thos e wit h n o interes t i n scienc e wil l no t b e i n a 
captive readership , an d you r stor y wil l compet e wit h a  lo t 
of othe r storie s fo r hi s limite d time . Unles s yo u ar e a  bi g 
name i n th e mas s media , ther e i s no  guarante e 'tha t you r 
story wil l b e read , o r tha t i t wil l b e accepte d fo r publication . 

I have no t conducte d a  survey , bu t I  suspec t tha t th e averag e 
West India n reade r wil l b e mor e incline d toward s scienc e fo r 
entertainment rathe r tha n fo r education : tha t i n readin g a 
science ar t ic le , h e wil l b e ar res te d mor e i f i t i s i n a n enter -
taining rathe r tha n a n educativ e style . 

The Wes t India n societ y i s no t a s ye t a  highl y technologica l 
one. Somepart s o f i t ar e mor e technologicall y advance d 
than others , bu t ther e i s n o indigenou s technolog y powerfu l 
enough t o hav e create d eithe r a  regiona l o r a  terr i tor ia l 
technological ethi c o n what , I  believe , i s essentiall y a n 
agricultural people . Mos t o f th e technolog y i s importe d 
along wit h th e aur a o f myster y tha t i s suppose d t o surroun d 
technology. 

At th e sam e time , th e Wes t India n i s highl y l i terate , wit h 
some leve l o f education , an d a  well-develope d nativ e intelli -
gence. So , o n th e on e hand , a  scienc e write r find s himsel f 
aiming a t a  readershi p tha t i f generall y no t scientifically -
minded o r trained , while , o n th e othe r hand , thi s readershi p 
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i s a t l eas t adequatel y an d inte l l igent . You r wri t in g shoul d 
not b e t echn ica l , an d i t shoul d no t b e condescendin g t o th e 
point wher e i t make s th e r e a d e r fee l angr y tha t h e di d no t 
have th e pr iv i leg e o f goin g t o a  sc ienc e school . Yo u ca n 
pe rhaps remembe r th e advic e o f journal is t Neal e Copple : 
"The differenc e betwee n a  l is t o f fact s an d a  s tor y i s s ty l e" . 

Writ ing Asse t s 

I d o no t kno w i f i t i s t r u e , bu t I  unders tand , a s a  layman , 
that a  soun d scienc e educatio n i s no t n e c e s s a r i l y indicativ e 
of a  soun d g ra s p o f language . However , i f yo u a r e t o wri t e 
for non- technica l r e a d e r s , yo u nee d a  good comman d o f 
language i n o r d e r t o communicat e effectively . Yo u nee d a 
good g ra s p an d comman d o f Engl i sh . 

Secondly, yo u nee d a  goo d knowledg e o f th e subjec t on  whic h 
you a r e wr i t i ng . Thi s shoul d no t b e to o difficul t i f yo u a r e 
wri t ing o n a  subjec t i n th e fiel d i n whic h yo u spec i a l i s e . I f 
not , r e s e a r c h p rope r ly . 

Th i rd ly , yo u ma y wan t t o conve y a  pa r t i cu l a r viewpoin t o r 
have som e definit e purpos e i n wri t in g th e a r t i c l e . Yo u nee d 
to hav e i t c l ea r i n you r min d befor e yo u begi n t o w r i t e . I f 
you d o no t hav e i t c l e a r , i t i s unlikel y tha t th e r e a d e r wi l l . 

Writ ing th e Ar t ic l e 

It woul d b e goo d i f yo u pa y attentio n t o th e followin g h in t s : -

(a) Befor e yo u s t a r t wr i t ing , thin k ou t a  suitabl e 
t i t le fo r you r s t o r y . Thi s wil l hel p yo u kee p 
the cen t r a l poin t i n mind . You r t i t l e ca n b e 
in on e o f s eve ra l forms : a  statemen t tha t wil l 
c r e a t e i n t e r e s t , a  statemen t tha t wil l a rous e 
c u r i o s i t y ,  a  l abe l , a  dec la ra t ion , tell in g how , 
why, what , a  ques t ion , a  quotat ion , a n exc la -
mation, an d s o on . 

(b) Thin k ou t a  goo d opening . Chance s a r e tha t 
whether o r no t you r s to r y wil l b e publ ished , 
much l e s s r e a d , depend s o n th e exten t t o 
which yo u captur e th e in t e res t o f you r r e a d e r 
from th e beginnin g -  an d hol d i t . Her e again , 
you ca n choos e on e o f s eve ra l way s i n whic h 
to s t a r t . T a k e , a s a n example , th e openin g 
for a  s to r y attemptin g t o explai n th e re la t ionshi p 
between th e non- technica l na tur e o f th e Guyanes e 
society an d th e hig h roa d fatalit y r a t e :  -

(i) mak e a  s t r ikin g statement : "Guyana' s 
road fatalit y p e r capi t a i s th e wor ld ' s 
h ighes t " ; 

(ii) giv e a  summary : "Wit h a  be t te r under -
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standing o f ho w a  c a r functions , 
motor i s t s wil l b e mor e awar e o f th e 
dange r s involve d i n drivin g an d b e 
more ca re fu l" ; 

(iii) a d d r e s s th e r e a d e r d i r ec t l y : "I f yo u 
d r ive a  c a r , the n yo u ca n improv e you r 
chances o f livin g t o a n ol d ag e b y l e a r n -
ing ho w a  c a r w o r k s " ; 

(iv) a s k a  ques t ion : "Shoul d peopl e b e l icense d 
to d r iv e a  c a r withou t f i r s t knowin g ho w 
it w o r k s ? " ; 

(v) begi n b y a  n a r r a t i v e : " A youn g couple , newly -
wed, wa s dr ivin g t o t he i r honeymoo n hote l 
when i t happened " ; 

(vi) d e s c r i b e something : "Th e automobil e ca n b e 
a mos t le tha l weapo n i n th e hand s o f th e 
uninformed" ; 

(vii) giv e a  quotat ion : "Yo u don' t kno w ho w 
dangerous dr ivin g i s unti l yo u begi n t o 
unders tand jus t wha t yo u a r e d r iv ing" , th e 
man sa id . 

(c) A t th e t ime , yo u a r e thinkin g ou t you r opening , 
think ou t sui tabl e endin g a s we l l . Th i s wil l giv e 
you tw o definit e point s t o connec t i n th e a r t i c l e ; 

(d) Us e i l lus t ra t ion s o r photograph s t o l ive n u p th e 
s t o r y . Th i s shoul d b e note d pa r t i cu l a r l y b y 
sc ience w r i t e r s becaus e the y ca n thu s hel p th e 
ave rage r e a d e r t o unders tan d som e difficul t 
po in t s . I l lus t ra t ion s ca n a l s o tak e th e for m o f 
t a b l e s ; 

(e) T r y t o humanis e you r s to r y a s muc h a s p o s s i b l e . 
To humanis e i t mean s t o br in g i t dow n t o th e 
level o f huma n be ings , givin g i t a  huma n appea l 
and mak e i t e a s y fo r the m t o identif y wit h i t . Yo u 
can humanis e you r a r t i c l e i n s e v e r a l way s : 

(i) makin g i t c l e a r t o th e r e a d e r ho w h e i s 
affected o r wil l b e , b y wha t yo u a r e saying ; 

(ii) l inkin g th e s to r y wit h a  new s ite m whic h 
the r e a d e r ha s a l r ead y see n an d fo r whic h 
he wil l probabl y expec t a  follow-u p s to ry ; 

(iii) u s e photo s an d i l l u s t r a t i ons ; 

(vi) u s e a  n a r r a t i v e ( s to r y tel l ing ) styl e ; 

(v) u s e humour ; an d 

(vi) giv e typica l example s o f wha t yo u a r e saying . 
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Bear Thes e i n Min d 

Because yo u a r e sc ienc e peopl e an d a r e wri t in g fo r non -
technical r e a d e r s , yo u nee d t o kee p i n min d th e demand s 
of non- technica l wr i t ing . Som e o f th e point s yo u nee d t o 
remember a t al l time s a r e : 

(i) you r r e a d e r s hav e no t ha d a  hig h leve l o f scienc e 
educat ion, bu t the y a r e intelligen t people ; 

(ii) yo u shoul d se lec t fact s yo u wan t t o wr i t e i n you r 
500-800 word s a r t i c l e (averag e length ) an d no t t r y 
to wr i t e everythin g tha t yo u kno w i n i t ; 

(iii) you r r e a d e r s d o no t n e c e s s a r i l y kno w abou t some -
thing jus t becaus e i t wa s aroun d fo r som e t ime . 
You nee d t o explai n i t ; 

(iv) you r r e a d e r i s no t oblige d t o r e a d you r a r t i c l e . 
you mus t mak e hi m wan t to ; 

(v) humanis e you r a r t i c l e ; 

(vi) you r r e a d e r wil l b e cur iou s abou t point s whic h 
you r a i s e . Don' t leav e thi s cur ios i t y unsat isf ied ; 

(vii) you r r e a d e r wil l apprec ia t e a  styl e whic h help s 
them t o follo w you r s tor y eas i ly ; 

(viii) remembe r wh o you r r e a d e r s a r e ; 

(ix) you r r e a d e r wil l no t apprec ia t e i t i f yo u defin e 
a har d wor d b y a  h a r d e r one . (Remembe r th e 
c a l o r i e ) . 
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