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Abstract

Some suggestions are given about writing an astronomical paper for an international au-
dience. For each of the parts of a paper (title, abstract, introduction, main text, figures,
references) we give ideas on how to write concisely but to be clear yet informative. These are

based on my years of being an editor and reading both good and weak papers.

Key words astronomical paper—concise—clear

Start to write an astronomical paper only when you have some significantly new or useful
results.

Having a paper published is a privilege and a large expense (roughly 1000 RMB per page)
to others, so do not waste space.
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If possible, you should select a short title because it will catch the eye easier.

On the other hand, the title should be informative and describe your main results, e.g. “The
Space Motion of the Globular Cluster M13” rather than “Observations of the Globular Cluster
M13”.

The Abstract should give your main conclusions. Do not be afraid of giving your results
in the Abstract because if they are interesting, the readers need to be convinced by your full
evidence in the text before they will believe them.

In the Abstract avoid saying “-----. will be discussed”. Such a statement usually means that
no conclusions are reached and the paper may not be worth reading.

Select the key words only from the list supplied by the journal. The reason is as follows.
The key words are often used to form a subject index. If you invent a new key word and it is
used in the subject index, there may be other papers that should have been listed under it, and
the reader will fail to find those.

The usual order of the parts of the text are (1) introduction, (2) description of the observa-
tions or methods, (3) results, (4) discussion, (5) conclusions and (6) acknowledgements. Those
are followed by the references, tables, figure captions, and figures.

Unless the journal asks for a camera-ready text, do not try to simulate the arrangements
of parts (e.g. location of tables and figures) because the journal will have to rearrange them
anyway. Instead, indicate in the manuscript margins where each of the figures and tables are first
mentioned.

The Introduction should help an average astronomer to understand your goals and how they
fit into what is already known about the topic. It is not written for an expert (e.g. a specialist
on Seyfert galaxies) or for a person who has not taken the first university course in astronomy.
If you loose the reader with an obscure or unhelpful Introduction, he will stop reading.

Be concise. With our need to read many papers, we cannot afford to spend time on papers
that are unnecessary long. On the other hand, be clear. Avoid long sentences and obscure words.
Many readers do not have English as their primary language, so do not make reading your paper

too hard for them.

Do not describe well-known techniques, but refer to some paper or book that has already
been done.

Do not invent many new acronyms, especially if they are used only a few times in the text,
because then it is hard to read. Define all except the best-known acronyms (e.g. AGN, NLTE,
SN) by writing out the full words in parentheses the first times they are used in the text.

In referring to previous papers, we often refer to the first paper that invented a method or
technique or obtained results in fairness to the originator, and a recent paper that has done it
best. In a research paper it is not necessary to refer to all of the relevant papers — that is the role

of a review paper.

The main text should proceed in a logical way that is easy to follow. If necessary, provide
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an outline of how the text is arranged.

Journal editors do not like you to take extra space by presenting results in both tabular and
graphical form, except perhaps for the final or most important results. Choose the form that
describes the results best.

Figures should have four borders each and tick marks along all four so that readers can obtain
numerical data from them more easily. Each coordinate should be labeled with a parameter (e.g.
velocity, luminosity) and dimensions (e.g. km-s~!, mag.). The lettering should be large enough
that when the figures are reduced to about 5-15 cm wide the lettering is easily read.

Plan the figures so that there is not a large amount of blank space. Do not put too much
into a figure so that will be confusing after reduction to the printed page. The press will normally
enlarge a figure so that the smallest details are resolved. If is it not necessary for the readers to
resolve all the details (e.g. each of the observational points), tell the press that.

The figure captions should describe the contents of the figures, but they should not interpret
the contents. The interpretation will be given in the text, and it would be redundant to have
that in two places.

The content of the tables should be pertinent to the paper. Not every number that you
derive needs to be in the final paper. Each journal has rules about the lines needed in tables.
Often vertical lines (to separate columns) are not needed and are difficult to install, just as they
are in a computer. Most journals use lowercase letters to call for footnotes because numbers can
be confused with exponents.

In most astronomical journals the titles of journal papers are not published because they
take up too much space. On the other hand, the titles give useful information about whether the
paper is likely to be of interest, so some journals choose to take the extra space.

The format of references is logical but very detailed. Try to get the details right to avoid
extra work by the copyeditor and yourself. Refer to recent journal issues for guidance with the
details. The journal normally does not look up the references, so if you make mistakes with
volume or page numbers, the mistakes will be printed and readers will be confused.

Writing a paper may seem like a chore (extra work), but we often find that we do not fully
understand our results until we have to explain them to others (the readers). In writing those
explanations we sometimes find that we have to change our conclusions. Therefore writing a

paper is an important part in completing our research.



