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There are different writing styles used for various writing purposes. For college and university
students, academic writing or scholarly writing is imperative for the completion of learning tasks.
Students must be aware that academic writing is quite different from personal writing, journalistic
writing, creative writing, and even different from textbook writing. It takes time to master the
special writing skills, even the most basic academic writing mechanics. In this chapter, the general
features of academic style will be explained with examples and exercises.

Academic essays demand particular attention to the style. Although there may be disagreement
on details regarding what is considered academic style, some generalizations can still be made
about the basic tenets of academic writing. Academic writing is usually analytical or argumentative
in content, explicit and objective in tone, formal and complex in language structure.

Written language can vary on a continuum of formality. Some texts are no more formal than
spoken language (e.g., an e-mail you send to your buddy or an advertisement); some are highly
formal or academic in nature (e.g., a research paper in ELT Journal); some fall in-between in terms
of formality (e.g., a business letter or a textbook). Academic writing is essentially the most formal
in writing styles. The formality of a text depends largely on lexical choice and sentence structure as
well as the overall structure of the article.

The following texts will be used as model texts throughout this article to demonstrate the
differences between formal and informal writing styles. You may need to refer to them from time to

time.

Text A—Formal Text Text B—Informal Text

The inequity in the distribution of wealth in Because only a few people have

Australia is yet another indicator of Australia’s lack | most of the money and power in

of egalitarianism. In 1995, 20% of the Australian | Australia, I conclude that it is not an
population owned 72.2% of Australia’s wealth with | equal society. Society has an Upper,
the top 50% owning 92.1% (Raskall 1998, p. 287). | Middle and Lower class and I think that

Such a significant skew in the distribution of wealth | most people when they are born into one

indicates that, at least in terms of economics, there | class, end up staying in that class for

is an established class system in Australia. their whole lives.
McGregor (1988) argues that Australian When looking at the all three

society can be categorized into three levels: the | classes more closely, other things such

Upper, Middle and Working classes. In addition, it | as the differences between the sexes and
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Writing an Essay in the Academic Style

Chapter 1
Text B—Informal Text
people’s racial backgrounds can also add

Text A—Formal Text
to the unequal nature of Australian

has been shown that most Australians continue to
remain in the class into which they were born

society.
Women earn less than men and
own less than men. Why is this so?

(McGregor 1988, p. 156). The issue of class and its
inherent inequity, however, is further compounded

by factors such as race and gender within and across

these class divisions.
The relative disadvantage of women, with

regard to their earnings and levels of asset ownership,
indicates that within classes there is further economic

inequity based on gender.
viewed 12 May 2012, <http://unilearning.uow.edu.au/academic/1b.html>.)

(Adapted from Academic writing 2012, University of Wollongong, New South Wales, Australia,

ST (-z
Matching
Informal

. Activity 1
Please find the formal expressions in model Text A to match with the informal
A. a few people have most of the money

expressions underlined in model Text B.

Formal
B. not an equal society

C. has an Upper, Middle and Lower class

D. end up staying in that class

—

E. all three classes

F. things
G. sexes and racial backgrounds

H. add to
I. the unequal nature

J. own less

OloN|ow|alw|e

S

A conventional essay has three parts: introduction, body and conclusion. This structure is

determined by the purpose of an essay, which is to answer an underlying question and express the
OO CCourse of Academic English Writing
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writer’s opinion about the assigned or chosen issue. The introduction explains to the readers what
the essay is about, and what position the writer takes on the topic. The body part develops the
argument by supporting evidence and references. Then the conclusion restates the main argument

and summarizes all the points briefly.

1.2.1 Essay Introduction

The first 10%—-15% of an essay is usually dedicated to the introduction part. A good
introduction should serve to engage the reader’s attention by providing interesting and updated
background information. More importantly, it should define the scope of the essay, map out the
points to be discussed in a brief outline, and state clearly the writer’s position on the issue in
question.

Academic writing requires an argument, which is presented in a sentence called thesis
statement in the introduction of an essay. It clearly asserts the writer’s response to the essay
question. For example, lecturers and tutors will ask you questions such as: If a child behaves badly,
his parents should be considered responsible and should be punished. To what extent do you agree
with this?

Please compare the following two statements:

a) This essay will explain why some people believe that parents should be punished for a child’s
inappropriate behavior.
(This is NOT a thesis statement.)
b) This essay will argue that parents should be responsible for a child’s inappropriate behavior, but
whether they should be punished depends on factors such as the nature of the child’s behavior
and age.

(This IS a thesis statement.)

-] Why is statement a) not a thesis statement while statement b) is?

1.2.2 Essay Body

It is a convention of academic writing to express arguments and opinions in the opening part
of an essay, followed by argumentation in the body part. Argumentation is the process of using
evidence (examples, data, and quotations) to support the arguments being presented. Without

supporting evidence, arguments may sound as if they are just the writer’s groundless assumption.

R ITT SR #EGER GO OO




Chapter 1 Writing an Essay in the Academic Styler

Evidence must be authoritative, rather than anecdotal; it must be already published or known
information in the field.

Evidence should be integrated carefully into the essay. You must decide on which point
evidence is needed. Usually the right place for evidence is the place after you have made a point in
the topic sentence and explained that point in the next one or two sentences. The evidence usually
appears in the middle of a paragraph in the body. In model Text A, you will find three pieces of
evidence, which have been aptly placed to support the point the writer has made in the topic
sentence; whereas in model Text B, all the claims are unsupported.

w2 How does the evidence in model Text A help to extend the argument?

In academic writing, the words or ideas of others you used to support your point is called
referencing, which should be used with meticulous rules in mind. You must acknowledge the
source of words and ideas being used and indicate where those words or ideas can be found;
otherwise you are plagiarizing (stealing other people’s ideas). Plagiarism is a severe offence in the
academic context. Students will face heavy penalties including exclusion from university if they are
found guilty.

Referenced words can also be called quotations, which can be used in two ways: direct
quotation (verbatim copy) and indirect quotation (summaries and paraphrases). There is no rule
about how many direct or indirect quotations to use in an essay, but it is generally agreed that the
direct quotation is only appropriate for emphasizing a point, not for explaining a point, because it

indicates a lower level of understanding than the indirect quotation.

w3 Are the quotations used in model Text A direct or indirect? How does the writer

acknowledge the source of borrowed ideas?

1.2.3 Essay Conclusion

An essay must have a conclusion, which takes up roughly 5%-10% of the essay length. The
conclusion actually is the statement and outline restated in a more concise way. It summarizes all
the findings and analysis from each section of the body part, and makes emphasis on the main

argument. No new ideas or new information should be presented in this part; otherwise readers

OOOCourse of Academic English Writing
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might get confused. Sometimes, some writers will consider the implications of the current research

and propose topics for further discussion.

1.2.4 Reference List

An essential part of a piece of academic writing is the reference list, or end-text references.
Students are often confused by the difference between references and reference lists. A reference, or
in-text reference, is the bracketed or footnoted piece of information within the text, as shown in
model Text A. It differentiates someone else’s thoughts from those of the writer. A reference list
should be attached to the end of the text as a separate part. It provides the full bibliographic
information (the author’s name, publication date, publication place, publishing house, and page

numbers, etc.) for each of the source you have referenced within the text of your writing.

Many factors are involved in creating a piece of academic writing. Perhaps the greatest
difference between non-academic writing and academic writing is the formality of the tone. Lexical
choice and grammatical structure both strongly influence the academic tone achieved in a text.

The following five features of academic writing are most often discussed. Academic writing

tends to be formal, complex, and objective; it uses language precisely, accurately, and tentatively.

1.3.1 Formality

Obviously, academic writing is formal. The informal text has a much more colloquial and
conversational word choice while the formal text creates a more academic tone by choosing more
sophisticated words, including technical and specialist language and by avoiding elements of

spoken language.

A. Avoid using contractions and abbreviations

A contraction is a word formed from two or more words by omitting or combining some
sounds, such as don’t, can’t and it’s. An abbreviation is a shortened or contracted form of a word
or phrase, used to represent the whole, as US for the United States, etc. for et cetera. For example:
Write: Trade will not improve until the economy is stronger.

Avoid: Trade won’t improve until the economy is stronger.

BT SR I RGE R S OO O



Chapter 1 Writing an Essay in the Academic Style

Write: The Internet cafe only opens to adults, that is, people over the age of 18.

Avoid: The Internet cafe only opens to adults, i.e., people over the age of 18.
Write: The World Health Organization (WHO) issued a report on that matter.
Avoid: The WHO issued a report on that matter.

mwwj 4. In the above example, what is the purpose of the acronym WHO in the brackets after

the full name?

B. Avoid using colloquial language
Colloquial vocabulary includes words and expressions that are used in everyday spoken
language; for example, pretty good, a lot of, and so on. There are other types of conversational
language need to avoid such as figures of speech, clichés and idioms; for example, instead of
saying “beyond a shadow of doubt”, you should say “definitely”.
Also, in negative sentences:
Write: no, little, few
Avoid: not...any, not...much, not...many
Write: There is no consistency in the results of the two experiments.
Avoid: There isn’t any consistency in the results of the two experiments.
Write: Few people achieved the greatness of George Washington.

Avoid: Not many people achieved the greatness of George Washington.

C. Avoid using phrasal verbs
Academic writing prefers single verbs, often polysyllabic verbs, instead of verb phrases. Do
not use phrasal verbs if you can avoid them. For example,
Wirite: conceive, investigate
Avoid: think of, look into

D. Avoid direct questions

When introducing opinions, rhetorical questions should be avoided. Such questions are
inappropriate for academic writing because a statement can usually make a point more strongly and
clearly. These questions also sound personal because they seem to be addressed directly to the
reader. Notice that in model Text B, the last sentence is a question, which inevitably contributes to
the informality of the overall tone. You can change your rhetorical questions into statements and
still use them effectively in an essay. Therefore, generally avoid question marks. For example,

Write: Doctors feel it necessary to explore other options to treat this disease.

OO Course of Academic English Writing
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Other options need to be explored to treat this disease.

Avoid: Are there any other way to treat this disease?

E. Avoid wordiness
Many students like to use idioms, without realizing that some words and expressions have
already become clichés and may weaken the author’s argument. Clichés often include
redundant words and are usually ineffective because people have grown weary of them. In
such cases, more direct and simple expressions are preferable. For example,
Write: last
Avoid: last but not least
Write: recently
Avoid: in the recent time
Write: Women believe that...
Avoid: As far as women are concerned,...
Write: This argument is irrelevant.

Avoid: This argument is not connected with the matter in hand.

Sometimes, words redundant in meaning are used to show emphasis, but they are actually not
necessary. For example, some students would write “cooperate together”, while the word

“cooperate” already carries the meaning of doing things together.

v

o

U Activity 2

A) Replace phrasal verbs.

The sentences below all have some words or phrases that are not academic. Choose

a word from the list below to replace the nonacademic words or phrases.

augment assist create decline eliminate

establish fluctuate increase investigate perform

1. New forms of alternative energy are used to get rid of the energy crisis.
2. Electronic systems can help out the doctors in the diagnosis of diseases.
3. For more than thirty years scientists have been looking into this situation.
4. The program was set up to improve computer literacy in mountain areas.

5. The unemployment rate has been going up and down in recent years.
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Chapter 1 Writing an Essay in the Academic Style

B) Rewriting

The following paragraph lacks formality. Read it through and underline the
parts that are not in an academic style. Then rewrite the whole paragraph in a more
academic tone.

Because drinking has health risks, it’s no wonder that heaps of drinkers have tried to
quit. However, in most cases, their attempts are unsuccessful. Why is it so? Some people
start drinking when they’re adolescents for lots of reasons, including peer pressure and
parents’ neglect. If one’s friends are starting to drink, it can be pretty hard to resist
following suit. Once people start drinking, they’re likely to get hooked. The addiction to
drinking comes partly from our mind; drinkers become used to the effects of alcohol and
go through painful withdrawal symptoms when they try to give it up. In addition, many
people become psychologically dependent on drinking as a way of reducing anxiety and
coping with particular situations.

(Adapted from Academic style 2011, Study & Learning Centre, RMIT University, Melbourne,
Australia, viewed 24 December 2011, <www.rmit.edu.au/learningandstudycentre/Super

Tips/appropriate style February 2007 6>.)

1.3.2 Complexity

Academic writing is often described as abstract. This is partly due to the subject matter of the
writing; however, it is also due to the language itself. Academic written language has longer words,
it is lexically denser and it has a more varied vocabulary. It uses more noun-based phrases than
verb-based phrases. Its grammar is more complex, employing more subordinate clauses,
complement clauses, and passive verbs. To become a sophisticated writer at university, you must

learn to use these structures in your own writing.

The following features are common in academic written texts:
A. Passive voice

The decision about whether to use the active or the passive voice is governed by the choice in
focus of the sentence. When describing processes, if you use the active voice, the agent (the person

or thing performing the action, or the “doer”) is important. However, in much of academic writing,
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it is not important that who did the action as what the action is. When you want readers to focus on
the thing (or person) affected by the action or on the action itself, you can make the effect or the
action the subject of the sentence and use the passive form of the verb.

Look at the sentence taken from model Text A:

Australian society can be categorized into three levels: the Upper, Middle and Working classes.

Here it is not important who did the categorization. The key information of the sentence is
categorization itself, and the passive voice verb can draw readers’ attention to these three levels.
For another example, if you are writing a lab report, you should:

Write: The two chemicals were mixed in the beaker.

Avoid: I mixed the two chemicals in the beaker.

\ g

w=mer 5 Why is passive voice more suitable than active voice in this case?

Note: You should only use the passive voice when you really need to; overuse tends to produce

dull writing!

(I

: 3
k& - .
- Activity 3 ?
A) Rewrite these sentences using an appropriate passive verb form.

1. Someone will expose the truth to the public.

2. People are consuming junk food in alarming quantities.

3. Hopefully they have discussed this issue thoroughly.

4. The patient’s heavy smoking could have caused the problem.

5. They had never planted corn in this area until the 1900s.

B) Sometimes a sentence has two possible forms in the passive, for example:
They say that the plane crash was the result of pilot negligence.
For this sentence, two possible constructions can be:
It is said that the plane crash was the result of pilot negligence.

The plane crash was said to be the result of pilot negligence.
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