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English Academic Writing: The “A” Paper
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E—Y BARBFARSE Effective Academic Writing

BAN%>] 1 Journal ENTRY 1
S{EX R ME? Is writing hard for you?
In Writing Fiction: A Guide to the Narrative Craft, Janet Burroway wrote: “Remember. Writing is

easy. Not writing is hard.” Do you agree? Write a short organized response to this quotation by
explaining two or three major reasons that writing is hard (or not hard) for you. Use details and
examples to support your discussion. [150-200 words, every other line]

BFE4%>S DISCOVERY
1.1: HEZARE{ELL Sharing experiences in academic writing

Discuss the following questions as a class or in small groups.

1. What kinds of composition courses have you had up to now? Discuss the courses you have had
and how they were taught.

2. Are the rules for writing essays in your native language the same as or different from those for
English writing?

3. What do you hope to learn about English academic writing in this course? (Think about the writing

assignments you will have to do in your academic course work.)

ERFEERTEZIE, WEEARR XA R EREES % WRVRFHERKI G %
S5WEANBERIEAR, BLERAF T EREEFRBIEELR, MEEBAER.
2, anRPR B RNEERESNER ERFEMES A, MBS MATER SIS ERILH
B ORISR IR, Bk, Pratf RMVE R AL, 3, A4 GBI A REIULA,
AR BT HE 57
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HFF% 3 DISCOVERY
1.2: 3% A 2 H) 5 1E4E 5 Discovering the characteristics of the “A” paper
* Read the following essay.

* Then answer the Discussion Questions that follow.
Barbara H. Leonhard
ID: 123456
ELSP 003
C1D1
English Academic Writing: The “A” Paper

Academic writing is writing completed in a college or university setting for an academic
audience consisting of professors, instructors, teaching assistants, and students. There are
several features of English academic writing which make it of value for nonnative speakers to
learn. Failure to master the rules for effective academic writing in this culture will affect the
learner’s success in a course. Effective English academic writing, particularly the “A” paper,
has three major characteristics. It has convincing content, clear organization, and effective use
of the English language.

First, the “A” paper has convincing content. To begin with, the content is informative and thought-
provoking. The purpose of academic writing is to convey knowledge and understanding of a topic in
a persuasive, formal, and objective manner. Such writing is not too general. In order to be convincing,
academic writers in Western culture are expected to use specific and logical details, examples,
facts, statistics, and case studies to support generalizations. Overly general and illogical content is
not well received by professors. Second, the support is relevant. That is, the support relates directly
to the thesis, which clearly presents the writer’s topic, purpose, method, and opinion in an essay;
and topic sentences, which do the same thing for each developmental paragraph in an essay.
Wiriters are taught not to digress by telling stories or making “by the way” statements, which are out
of tone with the assignment despite attempts to be creative and entertaining. All of the sentences
contain well-thought-out ideas and relevant supporting points. Third, although objective, academic
writing can be creative in that the writer is able to demonstrate effective critical-thinking skills. The
content, that is, has depth of thought. The writer effectively analyzes the information, interprets the
facts, makes judgments, draws conclusions, summarizes, and defends opinions. Shallow writing is
indicative of weak critical-thinking skills, and such papers, often described as “sophomoric,” receive
low marks. Finally, an “A” paper has a clear purpose, which helps direct the reader, the audience.
This is because the writer has clear objectives and strong control of the content. The message is
clear, logical, and to the point. Indeed, papers with strong, unified support which demonstrates
effective critical-thinking skills are well received by professors.

In addition to being convincing, effective academic writing in Western culture is well organized
according to certain patterns and rules which may vary from culture to culture. The general pattern



B KEERTE AR

is described as linear* because of the direct relationship between generalizations and their support-
ing points. Academic papers generally have a deductive approach, in which the generalization is
stated first and then supported by specific details, examples, and other kinds of support. Sometimes,
however, academic writers use an inductive approach, in which the specific support is given before
the generalizations. English academic writing is also organized on the rhetorical level. There are
several classical patterns used: narration, description, definition, process, classification, comparison,
cause/effect, and argumentation. The pattern chosen is the method by which the writer will convey
the content. This involves learning the organizational cues for the patterns and ways to order the
support with these rhetorical devices. The success of a paper depends on how well the writer
handles these organizational principles.

Finally, good English academic writing demonstrates sophisticated use of the English language.
First, “A” papers are clearly written at the sentence level. Organization is important not only at the
rhetorical level; it is crucial at the sentence level. Disorganized sentences disrupt the flow of thought
in a paper and interfere with the meaning of the passage. Frequent agreement errors, misspellings,
incorrect punctuation, and other such problems also demonstrate lack of control of English and
distract the reader. Second, style is important. Effective English academic writing demonstrates
control over a variety of sentence types. In Western culture, complex and compound-complex
sentences, which contain dependent clauses, are preferred in academic papers. Papers containing
too many simple sentences and the conjunctions for, and, nor, but, or, yet, and so are considered
boring and unimaginative. A wide vocabulary range is another characteristic of effective academic
writing. Because information is conveyed in content words, weak (basic) vocabulary demonstrates
weak thinking. Since effective sentence organization and vocabulary contribute to the content of a
paper, writers who have a command of the English language are more convincing than writers who
cannot articulate complex ideas.

In conclusion, nonnative speakers studying in the U.S. or Canada will benefit from learning what
will be expected of them in their academic writing. If the professor’s expectations are not met with
regard to content, organization, and language, the papers may not be well received. Mastering the
fundamentals of English academic writing will enable nonnative speakers to succeed in their aca-
demic studies. [777 words)

@] &hiie Discussion Questions
Use the previous essay to answer the following questions.

1. What is the writer’s purpose for this essay?
2. What are the three characteristics of English academic writing? Where are they stated?
3. Briefly define the following:

a) thesis statement:

b) topic sentence:

c) relevant:

d) support:

* Kaplan, Robert B., “Cultural Thought Patterns in Intercultural Education.” Language Learning, 16, 1966,
pp. 1-20.



e) “by the way” statements:
f) linear pattern:
g) deductive approach:
h) inductive approach:
i) classical rhetorical patterns:
j) sophomoric:
4. Is the essay convincing? Did the writer succeed in persuading you to understand the value of
learning about English academic writing?
5. Has reading this essay changed your expectations about English academic writing?
6. What problems might you experience as you are getting used to the English rhetorical system and
professors’ expectations? Why?

F—F FEE5iES Audience and Tone
¥ AKi%& The Academic Audience
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&% DISCOVERY
1.3: MESER R, Determining appropriate levels of formality
* What level of formality should be used in each of these writing tasks? Is it technical, formal,

informal, or colloquial?
» Use the chart “Levels of Formality” to help you decide.
Examples
Your brother writes to you about his experiences as a college freshman.
colloquial
You need to write a note for );o;r_p;o%egs;)r,_ s;y_in_g you had stopped by her office and want to make
an appointment.

formal

1. You need to write a seminar report for colleagues in your major field (other educators, other engineers,
other sociologists).
2. Your friend needs to write a letter to his father, who is fairly understanding and with whom he is

fairly close, explaining his poor grades.



Bl x+suscunnn

3. You need to write a letter to your sponsor, explaining your poor grades and asking for more funding.

4. It is summer vacation, and you are writing a letter to your American roommate, who has not
traveled much, persuading him or her to come to visit you in your country.

5. You are writing about the history of log cabins in the U.S. for your History 101 class.

6. Your roommate is completing a term paper (a lengthy paper which usually takes several weeks and
library research to complete) for a lower-level economics class.

7. You are writing comments on a peer review form for a classmate.

8. Your professor is writing an article on historical linguistics for The TESOL Journal.

9. You are writing about how to build a suspension bridge for an upper-level civil engineering
course,

10.Your best American friend writes you a letter in which she complains about her low grades and
mean professors.

B#%3 DISCOVERY

L4: S HRi%EEFESAI A% Analyzing the use of audience and tone
Imagine you are teaching a composition course for native speakers. You have just finished a unit in

which you studied Robert Kaplan’s research on the cultural differences in writing.

* Read the following Essay Test Question and the three Essay Test Answers that follow.

* On a separate sheet of paper, analyze each Essay Test Answer for audience, tone, vocabulary,
style, language, content and organization. Use the chart “Levels of Formality” on page 5 as a
guide.

Example
Audience: Other American students (we ... us)
* Then answer the Discussion Questions that follow.

Essay Test Question
As you learned from the Kaplan article, people in different cultures have different approaches
to writing. What do nonnative speakers need to know about the format rules in this culture? Write

an essay in which you explain to nonnative speakers the rules for academic writing at universities
in this culture. Be specific and informative.

Essay Test Answer 1

Professors in this culture have specific format rules. First, they want papers to be neat. This is
true in other cultures too. But in our culture, we have to remember little things. Such as put the holes
on the left, not the right. We also have to skip lines and leave the margin empty. Because the paper
will be easy to read. Moreover, professors here want us to use only the front of the paper, not the
back. We aren’t supposed to flip the page over wrong. So what should be the top is used as the
bottom, this is confusing.

Second, a composition is supposed to be like a picture. The words are the picture and the margin
is the frame. We think this is beautiful. But maybe people in other cultures think something else is
beautiful. Cultures are different, nobody is right or wrong. Also, if my paper is sloppy, it looks like |
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did it at the last minute. Professors here expect us to pay attention to details. Not just with format
but with spelling, capitalization, and punctuation. For example, one of my professors gave me a C,
| had too many mistakes.

Third, we have to type the right way. If a paper is typed wrong, our grade goes down. We have to
double-space and leave spaces on the side. We also have to use font 12, not 15. If we use a computer
to write our papers and print them, we have to make sure we tear the pages apart and put them in
order. Professors do not like to do that for us. | think if nonnative speakers know these rules, they will
do well with format. But they need to have interesting content, too. Because a paper won't get a good
grade just because it looks nice.

In conclusion, it won’t be hard for nonnative speakers to learn these rules, they are easier than
thinking of ideas. [324 words]

Essay Test Answer 2

Cultural differences regarding the presentation of an academic paper may not be significant, but
nonnative speakers should be aware of the format rules they will be expected to follow in academic
courses.

First, effective academic writing in any culture looks polished and professional. in other words, it is
well presented, not sloppy or illegible. Literally, the word “paragraph” means “picture of words.” The
completed writing assignment is pleasing to the eye and easy to read. Good writers care as much
about the paper’s appearance as its message. Writing a good paper takes effort, and the “format” of
the paper is the wrapping on the gift. The professor will be more willing to appreciate the message if the
presentation is pleasing to the eye. Such a paper demonstrates the writer's eye for detail in the
completion of the paper, whereas a sloppy paper indicates a slip-shod job, perhaps a last-minute
attempt. A paper that looks professional will not necessarily get an “A” in a university here, but a
carelessly assembled, messy paper will be lucky to get a “D,” especially if the content is poor.

Although good academic writers in most cultures have high standards with respect to the presen-
tation of their writing, the format rules they follow may vary in other cultures. To begin with, the use
of holes, lines, margins, and the paper space are different from culture to culture. For example, in
some cultures, writers prefer the paper holes on the right, not the left. Thus, their front page is the
back of the page in this culture. Moreover, writers in other cultures may not like 1Q waste paper, so
they fill all the space on a page, including the margins. Professors here, hgWeyer, williexPact empty
margins and double spacing to allow room for comments and aid readalffiity.” Afso, the page's Should
be clearly numbered and in order, and the back of the paper should nqf Ke, ased. if Tte batk is #sed,
the writing should not be upside down. The paper, therefore, shouid not be flippad, over fran the
bottom; the top of the back page should correspond to the top ot tha trgnt page, not the bottom.
Finally, there are other format rules to learn regarding typed papers. Typed papérs should Be double-
spaced in font 12. The margins should be adequate also. Professors expect thé" pagges, to.be numbered,
torn apart if printed, and handed in in the correct order. .

In conclusion, nonnative speakers need to realize that, regardless of neatness, the format they

are used to may be distracting to a professor here. Learning these rules is easier than learning how
to compose a paper. [441 words]



