
ABKGROUP WRITING GUIDELINES 
 
PAPER WRITING PROCESS 

 Always start with an outline. 

 Example outline: 
o Introduction 

 Motivation 
 Overview of Problem Statement and/or Hypothesis 
 Summary of Contributions 
 Outline of Remainder of Paper 

o Previous Work 
o Theoretical or Methodological Innovation 

 Detailed Notation 
 Formal Statement of Problem or Hypothesis 
 Contributions (theoretical) – theorems/proofs, algorithm, complexity, … 
 Contributions (methodological) – flow, … 

o Experimental Setup and Protocol 
o Results and Discussion 
o Conclusions 
o References 
o Appendices (extended proofs, summary of necessary background material, …) 

 Fill in the outline, piece by piece 
o Be systematic. 
o Many pieces can and should be written out VERY EARLY in the project:   

references, notation and problem formulation (!!!), introduction, experimental 
setup/protocol, skeleton result tables including captions, etc.    

o If you have no idea where you are going, you will waste effort and fail to achieve 
the desired goal/result. 

o Apply, within reason, the precept of “tell me three times”:  (1) tell the reader what 
you will tell him; (2) tell him; and (3) tell him what you just told him.   For example, 
key contributions of the paper should be presented in the abstract, the 
introduction, the main body, and the conclusions. 

 Fix notation EARLY 
o It is CRITICAL to define notation AS EARLY AS POSSIBLE.   Are you placing 

cells or modules?   Are you referring to vertices of a graph or of a hypergraph, or 
are you referring to nodes of a network?    

o Are the variable names, and subscripting conventions, intuitive and clear?   Do 
your choices respect the standard choices made by previous workers in the 
field? 

o It is impossible to state your problem, or review previous work, without clarifying 
notation and terms up front.    

 Be complete. 
o Always write out ALL details.   
o When composing drafts, NEVER use “page limit” or “space constraints” as an 

excuse for not writing out all details (especially, proofs). 
o Content can always be compressed or removed to meet a page limit.   This is a 

completely different issue from whether the contribution is technically sound in all 
details (complete proofs of theorems/lemmata, complete results on all testcases, 
etc.). 

 Check your writing by READING IT OUT LOUD.   If it doesn’t sound right, then likely 
there is something wrong.   For example, most singular-plural disagreements will be 
caught by reading out loud. 



 
ON SKELETON RESULT TABLES 

 At some point, most empirical CS/engineering research efforts end up in the realm of 
coding, simulating, gathering data, putting data in tables, drawing conclusions, etc.   This 
is not necessarily a sequential process, and there can be iterations. 

 The standard process for paper writing includes the creation of “skeleton tables”:  "row 
and column headers", "draft captions", etc.  This ensures 100% clarity on the data that is 
being requested, before time is spent on the coding and simulations that seek to gather 
this data.  It is much more efficient and productive to clarify this before coding and 
running simulations.  

o Many of you have had to regenerate or rerun simulations, for various reasons: 
 Forgot to collect certain statistics (runtime, min/max/ave, …) 
 Ran with wrong parameters (#starts, instance sizes, …) 
 Forgot to save results (logfiles, intermediate files, …) 

 Mistargeted cycles of experimentation and simulation are a major cause of missed 
deadlines.  Your freedom to waste your time by failing to implement a solid experimental 
plan ends when this freedom starts to waste my time.  

 
STYLE CHECKLIST 

 Define EVERY term or acronym before using it, and italicize ALL first instances of terms. 
o Every definition must end with a period. 
o Always explain directly what you are trying to define.  Never beat around the 

bush such that the reader must discover only at the end what you were trying to 
define. 

 Do not use synonyms!   Use only ONE term or name for a given concept.  Synonyms can 
only confuse the reader. 

 Use short, declarative sentences with simple structure.   

 Use active voice. 

 Do not use contractions (can’t  cannot; don’t  do not; etc.). 

 Do not use colloquialisms ("about"  approximately, roughly; "needs to"  must, 
requires; etc.). 

 Do not use pronouns (it, this, etc.) whose references are unclear. 

 Do not over-use "i.e.," or "e.g.” ! 

 Do not over-use articles (“the”). 

 Do not use half-open parentheses 1) 2) 3)  (1) (2) (3) 

 Avoid wordiness. 
o "in order to"  "to" 
o “whether or not”  “whether” 

 Enumeration and outline structure. 
o If you have a First, then you need at least a Second (Third etc.). 
o Never have an "only child" in the outline hierarchy.  E.g., there should never be a 

Section 2.1 without a Section 2.2 as well. 

 Hyphens.   
o Use hyphens only when absolutely necessary.    
o “wire-length”  “wirelength”; “un-placed”  “unplaced”; “hot-spot”  “hot spot” or 
“hotspot”, etc. 

 Use of hyphenated adjectives (modifiers). 
o Understand what is the modifier vs. what is the modified.   
o Typically, use a hyphen before “based”, “aware”, “driven”, etc.  E.g., “congestion-
driven routing”, “placement-based synthesis”, or “power-aware placement”. 



o Or, consider the three words “critical sink placement”: if you are referring to the 
placement of the critical sink, then use “critical-sink placement”, but if you are 
referring to the critical placement of sink(s), use “critical sink placement”. 

 Singular-plural agreement. Correct usage:   
o “The global and detailed routing stages are …” 
o “The critical parameters are …” 
o “The critical parameter is …” 
o “The place-and-route phase of chip implementation is …” 
o “Chip implementation, being comprised of synthesis, placement, and routing, is 
…”  

 Always expand the words Figure, Table and Section completely, without any 
abbreviations.  Always capitalize when referring to a specific instance.   Examples: 

o In the next section, we will … 
o In Section 3, we will … 
o The figure shows … 
o In Figure 10, we depict … 
o In Table 4, we present ….  The first column of the table contains … 
o NOTE:  In LaTeX, you would write:  In Table \ref{table:alg1results}, we present…  

Notice the labeling convention, which is useful when porting to theses, etc. 

 Lists should be broken by commas except between the last two items, e.g., Alpha, Beta 
and Gamma.   This especially applies to author lists in \references{} sections! 

 Always follow “e.g.” or “i.e.” with a comma, e.g., I just used a comma. 

 Always put spaces after punctuation marks. 
o xxx(  xxx ( 
o ;xxx  ; xxx 
o xxx=xxx  xxx = xxx 

 Write out numbers that are less than 10.  I.e., one, two, three, four, …, eight, nine, 10, 11, 
12, … 

 Never use constructions like “2nd".  Always write out “first”, “second”, etc. 

 If using LaTeX 
o No line in source .tex file can exceed 70 characters (> 70 chars will mess up 

scrolling as well as editor windows that have line-numbering enabled). 
o When describing something indexed with a variable, do not use a “flat” 

construction such as n-th or (n+1)-st.  Instead, use $n^{th}$ or $(n+1)^{st}$, etc. 
o There should NEVER be any mathematical expression or variable that is not in 

$..$ equation mode. 

 Put names of authors into the summary of previous works.  E.g., “[12] introduce the 
concept of …”  “Smith et al. [12] introduce the concept of …”. 

 Maintain consistency in capitalization of first letters of words in title, section headings, 
references, etc.   There are only two reasonable styles for titles in the references section. 
ABKGroup uses the first style. 

o ``The Meaning of Life’’ (all important first letters capitalized), or 
o ``The meaning of life’’ (only the first letter of the title is capitalized). 

 Spell-check / Grammar-check 
o Use MSword to do spelling and grammar check of the write-ups 
o Flow 1:   % cat filename (or, % more filename) then, highlight and copy using ctrl-

insert then, move to MSWord document and paste using ctrl-v 
o Flow 2: % vi filename then, highlight and copy using ctrl-insert then, move to 

MSWord document and paste using ctrl-v 
o Use Tool-Spelling and Grammar check in the MSword, until there are no red and 

green lines in the files. 
 
 



MECHANICS 

 Aesthetics and readability should be polished as the submission or camera copy is 
finalized. 

o Fix “widows” = small one- or two-line fragments at the very beginning or very end 
of a column.   Slight changes to margins can help here. 

o Insert \medskip or other spacing to better offset main text from table captions, or 
theorem statements and proofs, etc. 

o Make judicious use of italic and bold fonts to highlight key definitions/precepts 
and outline/header/list structure, respectively. 

o Use bulleted lists ({itemize}, {enumerate}) to make motivations, contributions, or 
conclusions more easily visible to the reader. 

o Check for orphaned headings (section header on one page, but first line of 
content is on the next page). 

o Check for large swaths of whitespace due to figure/table placement or forgotten 
\clearpage / \newpage commands.   

 
FIGURES AND TABLES CHECKLIST  

 All tables and figures in the Experimental Results section must be explained.    
o Highlight main take-aways and draw attention to what each table or figure shows. 
o Are the axes of plots explained (units, meaning, etc.)? 
o Are the headers of tables (e.g., ALG1, [10], BRBC-H1, …) clearly explained? 
o Are metrics (e.g., “(%)”) clearly defined? 

 Do the headers, contents, and captions EXACTLY match the descriptions in the main 
body of the text?  Do not use any algorithm name, metric name, or figure of merit 
that is not clearly defined and consistently used throughout the paper. 

 Are fonts readable in the figures, especially if figures have been scaled? 

 Are figures clearly readable when the paper is printed in black-and-white? 

 Are headings and captions sufficiently complete, such that each figure or table can 
be understood without referring to the main body of the text? 

 
DIRECTORY / VERSIONING RULES 

 All paper drafts must be kept in ~papers directory 
o If necessary, have a makefile to compile LaTeX sources 
o Your file and directory naming must follow the convention used in other paper 

directories:  /home/papers/CONFYY/PAPER/TYPE/files 
 CONFYY = DAC06, DATE06, ISPD98, etc. 
 PAPER = MPW, MLPART, APLACE, etc. 
 TYPE (for conference) = {SUBM or ORIG, REVIEW, CAMERA, SLIDES 

or TALK} 
 TYPE (for journal) = {SUBM or ORIG, REV1 (REV2, etc.), FINAL} 

o Always have a pdf version along with a ps file, with the same name. 

 Experimental results must be in ~projects directory, e.g., /home/projects/PSMROUTE/… 

 Experimental code should be maintained in ~code/E/, e.g., /home/code/E/PSMROUTE/… 

 Benchmarks are kept in ~data .   Do NOT create private versions of benchmarks (wastes 
space and backup bandwidth, and potentially forks golden data). 

 NEVER mess with timestamps of any files in ~papers or ~projects 
o Look at man pages of cp and scp to understand how to preserve timestamps 

while copying files. 
o We use “manual” revision control, by name.  Newer files are named to reflect 
their newness, e.g., use draft01.tex, draft02.tex, …, draft15.tex to name your files 
in SUBM; use camera01.tex, etc. to name files in CAMERA. 

 



LATEX RULES 

 Do not use constructs such as \ref  {figure:goodexample} (it is better to leave no 
whitespace, i.e., \ref{figure:goodexample}). 

 When editing the near-final versions of a paper, you can add 
    \usepackage{color} before  
    \begin{document} and then make sure that your changes show up {\color{red} in red}. 
    It is trivial to remove such marks with search-and-replace. 

 When footnoting in latex source: 
    Never do something like \footnote{xxx} 
    Never do something like \footnote{ 
       Here is the footnote} 
    The correct construction is: 
  This is the correct way of doing a footnote.\footnote{Here is the footnote.} 

 Making Citations 
o Do not add references gratuitously:  if you include a previous work in the 

\references{} section, then actively cite it. 
o We do NOT use BibTeX 
o Everything must "make in place".  In particular, the Bibliography is local to the 

paper, i.e., paper should not reference an external bibliography file which may or 
may not be there in 10 years. Name the bibliography file same as the  paper 
(with an extension .bbl if you feel compelled to do this) and keep in the same 
directory. 

o There is only ONE way to cite a paper: {\em Jpn. J. Appl. Phys.} 33 (1994), pp. 
… (note the space before (year)). 

o There is only ONE way to make a hardwired \bibitem: 
 CONFERENCE: \bibitem{FirstauthorSTF98} F. M. Firstauthor, N. 

Secondauthor, A. Thirdauthor and T. Fourthauthor, ``This is the Title of 
the Paper:  Note the Capitalization'', {\em Proc. IEEE/ACM Refereed 
Conference on Good Stuff}, 1998, pp. 123-125. 

 JOURNAL: \bibitem{FirstauthorST94} F. M. Firstauthor, N. Secondauthor 
and A. Thirdauthor,  {\em IEEE Transactions on CAD} 11(5) (1994), pp. 
123-131. 

 BOOK:  \bibitem{FirstauthorST96} F. M. Firstauthor, N. Secondauthor 
and A. Thirdauthor, {\em This is a Book Title}, City, Publisher, 1996. 

o NOTES: 
 Page numbers are complete (e.g., nothing like 123-5 or 123-31) 
 There is exactly one period, at the end of the entry. 
 The keyword is made up of the First author's complete last name, 

followed by first letters of all subsequent authors' last names, followed by 
the 2-digit year.   If there is a collision, use a, b, c, ... to resolve (e.g., 
KahngM96a, KahngM96b, etc.). 

 Author names are separated by commas except for the last and second-
to-last authors (no comma, just "and"). 

 Journal entries:   {\em title} volume(number) (year), pp. xxx-yyy.  Note 
the space between title and volume(number), the lack of space between 
volume and number in volume(number), and the space between 
volume(number) and (year). 

 Do not deviate from this convention! 

 Communication between authors 
o Always pass tokens clearly with email and phone calls. 
o We use “vim” instead of “vi”. 
o Use % chmod 644 or 600 to lock your draft or prevent others from even starting 

the next version, as necessary. 
o When working on drafts 

 Leave questions in commented lines starting with % XXX or, 
optionally, % XXX ABK (your initials).   



 Example:  % XXX ABK  Igor, fix G vs. H notation in Lemma 1. 
 Leave corresponding answers in adjacent commented lines starting 

with % YYY etc. 

 Example:  % YYY ILM Done. 
 More generally, in the last few revisions, new text can be delimited by % 

XXX and % YYY to make its appearance more obvious. 
 Every once in a while, remove old XXX-YYY pairs from the tex source. 

o When taking care of reviewers' commments for camera copy 
 Copy all comments to the bottom of .tex file (after \end{document}), 

number them as CCC01, CCC02, ..., CCC25 and mark which ones you'll 
be taking care of. 

 Each modification you make to answer a reviewer's comment should be 
marked as, e.g., "% XXX CCCN" if it answers comment CCCN. 

o If you are revising a copy that has been marked by ABK or labmates, be VERY 
SURE that you have addressed ALL suggested changes.  DO NOT WASTE 
EFFORT. 

 
ON COMPRESSING LaTeX 
    
TRICK 1.   Compress the references section. 
         \begin{footnotesize}    % <<<<<<<---------- PLAY WITH THIS 
         \addtolength{\baselineskip}{-1pt}    % <<<<<<<----------  PLAY WITH THIS 
         \begin{thebibliography}{99}                 
         \bibitem{Camilletti95} 
         \vspace{-0.032in}   %  <<<<<<<---------- PLAY WITH THIS; insert before all but first entry 
         \bibitem{Camilletti98} 
         \end{thebibliography} 
         \end{footnotesize} 
 
TRICK 2.    Reduce itemsep in any enumerated or itemized environment. 
         \begin{itemize} 
         \setlength{\itemsep}{-3pt}    % <<<<<<<--------------- PLAY WITH THIS 
         \item 
         \item                         
         \item 
         \end{itemize} 
 
TRICK 3.    Put \vspace{-0.25in}  (or whatever) in front of \section and \subsection calls, and after 
\figure calls (if the figure ends up "here" in the [htb] sense), etc. 
   
TRICK 4.    Move supplementary / supporting text that is not part of the main logical flow into 
footnotes (not a preferred option).    
 
TRICK 5.    In-line the content of a given enumerated or itemized environment.  E.g., instead of 
three bullets, simply list your items as (1) the first item; (2) the second item; and (3) the third item. 
 
TRICK 6.    (Not a trick.)   Spend the time to rewrite the text more compactly. Spend the time to 
figure out the least important words/phrases/references/sentences/paragraphs/sections.  Spend 
the time to go over each sentence, reading it out loud, and making it crisper and more concise.  A 
typical “student draft” can be easily slimmed by 30% or more. 
 


