Correct Academic Style

Using correct academic style means writing in very formal, plain language. Essays are not the place for casual, sloppy, chatty or rhetorical language. Even journalistic writing is rarely in academic style.

How to write

· Write in full sentences. Every sentence should have a subject, verb and object. For example, consider, “The cat sat on the mat.” This is a correct sentence because it has all three parts: “The cat [subject] sat on [verb] the mat [object].” Now consider, “Sat on the mat.” This is incorrect style as it has no subject. While that error might seem daft, many students start off sentences with things like, “Which seemed like a good idea. Only to find it was not.” These sentences are not full sentences.

· Write in active sentences. A sentence like the one following is inactive and therefore incorrect because it starts with the object, not the subject, “The mat, which was sat upon by the cat.” When a sentence is active its subject (here “the cat”) comes first and it flows without interruption.

· Write impersonally. This means not writing like a neutral observer and not talking about yourself or the reader. For example, this is fine: “The British media has changed significantly with the rise of the internet.” It would be wrong if it was: “I think the British media has changed significantly with the rise of the internet.” Equally, this is wrong too: “You will find the British media has changed…” or “We have seen that the British media has changed…”

· Write in small, varied sentences. Sentences next to each other that repeat words or phrase constructions show a lack of imagination. Go beyond formulaic writing that says, “This shows… This is… However… This seemed…” Writing in that style appears lazy and unimaginative.

· Be measured and specific. Instead of saying, for example, that a record had “vast sales” say what its sales figures were. If you must be vague, use words like “significant” or “vast” or “general” or “contemporary” (which imply a judgement) rather than “huge” or “massive” (which imply a lack of precise knowledge).

· Write with assertive confidence. Rather than saying, “Hopefully this study has shown…” just say, “This study has shown is that…”

· Write in long, single point paragraphs. Small paragraphs imply scatty thinking.

What to avoid

· Short forms. Avoid all the abridged versions of words that populate informal writing. Here are some examples of what to avoid: eg, etc, don’t, shalln’t, can’t, shouldn’t, didn’t, won’t… Instead, write out their long versions, for instance: “for example”, “and other things”, “do not”, “shall not”, “do not”, “cannot” and such. Also avoid elipsis (…)

· Exclamation marks (!)

· Sentences ending with question marks (?) Instead, re-write these sentences to avoid the question construction. The reason is that questioning the reader is a rhetorical persuasive tactic, not a form of logic. So for example if this sentence is in the essay - “Who allowed the war in Iraq?” – change it to this: “The identity of the person who allowed the war in Iraq is still debated.”

· References to “you”, “we” or “us”. You and your reader are not an “us” as they may be in complete disagreement. 

· Personal confessionals. Avoid any wording like “I think… I believed… I would say… My idea is that…” Instead write things like “It could be argued that… This essay will suggest that… What follows will show that…”

· Subheadings. Those are fine for reports, not for essays.

· Lists. Again, fine in reports, inappropriate in essays.

· Slang and informal speech. Simple plain English should be recognizable by everyone and not contain “in” terms or clichés.

· Jargon. Define any complex terms first.

