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Guide: Writing the Method Section of a 
Scientific Paper 
 
Moving to the Methods section is a shift from "storytelling" to "reproducibility." In top-tier 
journals, the methods section serves two masters: the Editor (who wants to see rigorous, 
state-of-the-art techniques) and the Peer Reviewer (who wants to find enough detail to 
replicate or debunk your work). 
Using your two papers, the PRL Letter (Ice) and the Acta Materialia Article (Metallic 
Glasses), we can see how the "Methods" approach changes based on the paper type. 

 
The Executive Comparison: Methods Sections 

Feature The Letter (e.g., PRL) Full-Length Article (e.g., 
Acta Mater) 

Location Often integrated or in a brief "Methods" 
paragraph/supplement. 

A dedicated, multi-page 
Section 2. 

Philosophy "The Essence": Focus on the novel 
logic of the setup. 

"The Manual": Every 
parameter, timestamp, and 
tool is listed. 

Logic Justifies why this method is the right 
way to solve the mystery. 

Justifies why this method is 
statistically and physically 
sound. 

 
Part 1: The "Letter" Methods (Integrated & Focused) 
Example: Cold Self-Lubrication of Sliding Ice 
In a Letter, space is at a premium. You don't describe standard procedures; you only 
highlight the non-standard or crucial details that make your result believable. 

1. The Core Tool: State the software or tool immediately (e.g., "We performed 
molecular dynamics simulations using the LAMMPS package"). 

2. The Force Field/Model: In physics and glass science, the "Interatomic Potential" 
is the heart of the method. The authors specify the TIP4P/Ice model because its 
accuracy is vital for the claim of "cold amorphization." 

3. The Geometry: Describe the physical layout simply. They define the dimensions 
(e.g., 10 x 10 x 10 nm3) and the sliding velocity (10 m/s). 
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4. Why it works: They explain that this method allows them to observe "buried 
interfaces" that physical experiments cannot see. 

Student Tip: For a Letter, if a detail doesn't directly support your "Aha!" moment, move 
it to the Supplemental Information. 

 
Part 2: The "Full-Length" Methods (Comprehensive & Hierarchical) 
Example: Plasticity of metallic glasses... 
In a full-length article, the Methods section is often divided into logical sub-headings. It 
must be a "Fortress" that no reviewer can break. 

Anatomy of the Acta Materialia Methods: 
1. Material Preparation: Detailed description of the alloy composition 

(Z0.6Cu0.3Al0.1) and the "quenching" protocol. This is crucial because the paper’s 
entire argument hinges on the cooling rate. 

2. Equilibration Logic: They describe the "isothermal-isobaric ensemble (NPT)" 
and the specific time steps (2.0 fs). This proves the glass is in a stable, well-defined 
state. 

3. The "Experiment": A dedicated section for Nanoindentation. They describe the 
virtual indenter's shape, the force applied, and the speed. 

4. Analysis Tools: They explain how they visualized the data (e.g., using "Ovito") 
and how they calculated the "von Mises local shear strain." This tells the reviewer 
how they extracted the pretty pictures in the results. 

 
Part 3: The "Perfect Method Section" Guide 
1. The "Golden Rule" of Reproducibility 
A student should ask: "If I gave this section to a rival lab, could they produce the same 
graph?" If the answer is no, a parameter is missing. 

2. The Logic of Choice 
Don't just say what you did; say why you did it. 

• Weak: "We used a 2 fs time step." 
• Strong: "To ensure energy conservation during high-speed sliding, a 2 fs time 

step was employed." 
3. Use the "Flow" Structure: 

1. Materials/Systems: What are you studying? (Atoms, alloys, ice blocks). 
2. Environment: Under what conditions? (Temperature, Pressure, Force). 
3. Protocol: What did you do to it? (Indentation, sliding, quenching). 
4. Measurement: How did you record it? (Strain maps, friction coefficients). 

 
Part 4: 90-Second Script (Methods Edition) 
TITLE: YOUR METHODS ARE A FORTRESS 
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"Most students think the Methods section is a boring recipe. But in a top-tier journal, your 
Methods section is your defense. It’s where you prove to the reviewers that your data 
isn't just a fluke, but it’s a fact. 
If you’re writing a short Letter, keep it lean. Focus only on the 'novelty.' What did you do 
differently from everyone else? Did you use a new interatomic potential? Did you simulate 
at a scale no one has reached? Put the standard stuff in the Supplement and keep the 
'logic of the experiment' in the main text. 

If you’re writing a full-length article, you need sub-headings. Structure it like a timeline. 
Start with your material preparation, the quenching, the cooling rates, and the chemistry. 
Then move to the action: nanoindentation or sliding. Finally, describe the analysis, the 
software, and the math you used to turn raw data into results. 

The secret to a perfect method? The Logic of Choice. Don’t just list parameters. Explain 
why you chose them. Instead of saying 'We used 300 Kelvin,' say 'To simulate ambient 
conditions, we maintained the system at 300 Kelvin.' 
Remember: The Introduction sells the paper, but the Methods section saves the paper. 
If the Methods are weak, the whole house falls. Write it like you’re being cross-examined 
in court. Be precise, be logical, and be bulletproof." 

 
 

Checklist: 
Below, I provide a checklist to help you, as a PhD student, write a Methods section that 
is "bulletproof" for peer review.  

In top journals, the Methods section isn't just a recipe; it is a technical defense. Use this 
checklist to ensure every paragraph serves a purpose. 

 
1. The "Logic of Choice" (The Why) 
Most students only state what they did. Top-tier authors state why they chose a specific 
path. 

• [ ] Have I explained why this specific model, material, or organism was chosen 
for the problem? 

• [ ] Have I justified the experimental parameters (e.g., "To avoid thermal 
degradation, we kept the temperature at...")? 

• [ ] Is it clear why this method is superior or more appropriate than the "standard" 
alternative? 

2. System Definition (The Subject) 
The reader needs to know exactly what you are studying before you describe what you 
did to it. 

• [ ] Materials: Are the purity, source, and composition of all samples listed? 
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• [ ] Environment: Are the boundary conditions (temperature, pressure, pH, 
atmosphere) explicitly stated? 

• [ ] Geometry: Are the physical dimensions, scales, and resolutions defined? 
 
3. The Protocol (The Action) 
This is the "recipe." It must be detailed enough that a rival lab could replicate your 
results. 

• [ ] Chronology: Is the workflow presented in the order it actually happened? 
• [ ] Parameters: Are all numerical values (time steps, flow rates, voltages, 

concentrations) included? 
• [ ] Software/Hardware: Are the specific versions of software and models of 

equipment cited? 
 
4. Data Extraction & Analysis (The Proof) 
Explain how you turned "raw observations" into the "pretty graphs" in the results. 

• [ ] Processing: How was the raw data cleaned or filtered? (e.g., "Noise was 
removed using a 5-point moving average"). 

• [ ] Definitions: If you calculated a specific value (like friction coefficient or shear 
strain), is the mathematical formula included? 

• [ ] Statistics: Are the sample sizes (n), error bars, and p-values explained? 
 
5. Strategic Placement (Letter vs. Full Article) 

• [ ] For a Letter: Have I moved standard procedures to the Supplement and kept 
only the "Novelty" in the main text? 

• [ ] For a Full Article: Have I used Sub-headings to make the section easy to 
navigate? 
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