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English as an academic
language27

How to apply what you have learnt in new contexts
Writing for academic purposes is a vital skill, yet the stylistic codes you need 
to follow are rarely comprehensively defined. This chapter will help you, as an
international student, understand what it means to write in an academic style
and outlines some of the things to do and some of the things you ought not 
to do.

Key topics:
➔ Being objective in your writing
➔ Shaping your text
➔ Punctuation and layout for academic purposes
➔ Ensuring your use of words is accurate and appropriate

Essential vocabulary
Ambiguous Exemplification Objective Phrasal verb Pronoun Signpost word
Thesaurus (plural thesauri) Unambiguous

Academics have developed a style of writing that aims to be objective and
unambiguous. This involves the use of precise and objective language to express 
ideas. It must be grammatically correct, and is more formal than the style used in
speech, novels, newspapers and informal correspondence. The key to writing within
these conventions is to ensure that you write clearly, simply and with a clear purpose
and direction. Many native speakers of English think that academic writing must
involve the use of long sentences and complex language. In fact, the opposite is 
the case.

➔ Being objective in your writing

When writing academically, it is essential that your personal involvement with your
topic does not overshadow the importance of your commentary or your discussion.
The main way of demonstrating detachment and lack of bias (Ch 21) is by using
impersonal language. There are four key ways in which this can be done:

1 Avoiding personal pronouns: I/me/you (singular and plural)/we/us. For example: 
I carried out the experiment during the day becomes The experiment was carried 
out during the day.

2 Using the passive rather than the active voice, so that you write about the action
rather than the actor (the person who performed the action), so that We applied
pressure to the wound to stem the bleeding becomes Pressure was applied to the
wound to stem the bleeding.



Take care when using pronouns like ‘this’ or ‘these’

When you use the words ‘this’ or ‘these’, there is a risk it will be difficult for your 
reader to understand your meaning, especially if the preceding sentence is complex 
and contains more than one noun. Sometimes, it might be helpful to repeat the noun 
or use a generic expression or a collective expression after this/these to show exactly
what your back-referencing means. Thus, if you were writing about new developments
in mobile phone technology and web connection, you could begin your next sentence
with ‘These technological advances . . .’; or ‘This innovation . . .’ or ‘This type of
connection . . .’

smart
tip

3 Using noun structures, so that: We applied pressure to the wound to stem the
bleeding becomes The application of pressure to the wound stemmed the bleeding.

4 Using ‘neutral’ structures, so that sentences are introduced by expressions such as:
‘It is . . .’ and ‘There are . . .’. However, beginning a paragraph with ‘it’ is not advised
as this word, by definition, has to refer to a preceding word or ideas; a new
paragraph should introduce a new point. To avoid this, the initial ‘it’ position can be
changed by amending, for example, ‘It is important to note . . .’ to ‘The important
point to note is . . .’.

Another key way to demonstrate objectivity is the appropriate use of references to
support your writing. This aspect is covered in Ch 31.

➔ Shaping your text

As already noted in Ch 24, paragraphs and their component sentences are the 
building blocks of text. Each paragraph performs a particular role within the text. 
Thus, paragraphs can describe (position, time, process, appearance), define, classify,
give examples, generalise, list, relate cause and effect, as well as compare and
contrast.

As an academic writer you will develop skills in constructing these different types of
paragraph and in sequencing them to create logically organised text that helps the
reader to understand your line of reasoning (one reason for planning your writing
carefully, Ch 28). In addition, you need to be aware that both sentences and
paragraphs can be ordered in different ways to establish the structure of the
discussion in your text, that is, deductively or inductively.

● Inductive model of text structure: the writer presents the supporting information
and concludes with the main point.

● Deductive model of text structure: the writer moves from the key idea and follows 
it with supporting information or evidence.
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Table 27.1 Signpost words in text

Type of link intended Examples of signpost words

Addition additionally; furthermore; in addition; moreover

Cause/reason as a result of; because (mid-sentence)

Comparison compared with; in the same way; in comparison with; likewise

Condition if; on condition that; providing that; unless

Contrast although; by contrast; conversely; despite; however; 
nevertheless; yet

Effect/result as a result; hence; therefore; thus

Exemplification for example; for instance; particularly; such as; thus

Reformulation in other words; rather; to paraphrase

Summary finally; hence; in all; in conclusion; in short; in summary

Time sequence after; at first; at last; before; eventually; subsequently

Transition as far as . . . is concerned; as for; to turn to

Inductive and deductive logic in writing

The sequences of statements shown here could represent the themes of sentences
within a paragraph.

Inductive model – moving from examples to general principle(s):

1 Lecturer A wears out-of-date clothes from the 1980s;

2 Lecturer B wears out-of-date clothes from the 1990s;

3 Lecturer C wears out-of-date clothes from the 2000s;

4 Therefore, all lecturers wear out of date clothes of one type or another.

Deductive model – moving from general principle(s) to particular instances:

1 All lecturers wear out-of-date clothes of one type or another;

2 Person D is a lecturer;

3 Therefore, Person D will wear out-of-date clothes.

i
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To help with establishing logic and flow (linkage) within the structure of your chosen
method, ‘signpost words’ are used. Table 27.1 provides examples of these expressions.
Ch 28 explains some different structural models that you might use when writing
assignments at university.



Avoiding contractions

For international students, one of the measure of English language competence in
speech will be the ability to use contractions with ease – for example, you’re, can’t, 
isn’t, there’ll. However, in academic writing, this use of the contraction is regarded 
as too informal for most disciplines. British students generally will know not to use
contractions in formal writing. This is less easy for international students – you may
have spent many study hours learning these structures, but, for writing purposes at
least, will have to ‘unlearn’ them.

➔ Punctuation and layout for academic purposes

Punctuation is an essential component of writing that has evolved as an aid to the
reader to help convey meaning, emphasis and style. The following examples show the
extent to which punctuation can alter meaning and lead to ambiguity (double meaning).
For example:

● The inspector said the teacher is a fool (reports what the inspector said).

● ‘The inspector,’ said the teacher, ‘is a fool’ (reports the exact words the 
teacher used).

● The inspector said, ‘The teacher is a fool’ (reports the exact words the 
inspector used).

Clearly, punctuation has a role to play in making meaning precise. Hence, in academic
writing, the rules of punctuation are followed closely. Learning how to use punctuation
marks correctly and consistently will contribute to your skill as a writer.

Three cases where punctuation is sometimes used inappropriately are: overuse of
brackets; overuse of exclamation marks; and incorrect use of ellipsis ( . . . ):

● Brackets are sometimes a symptom of ‘lazy’ writing. Sometimes these are included
to add more detail than is actually necessary. In many cases, the ‘extra’ material
within the bracket can either be omitted or included in a new sentence.

● Exclamations in academic writing are rare! This can be seen in the previous
sentence where the emphasis added by the exclamation is unnecessary. If you
normally use exclamation marks a lot, these can usually be replaced with a full-stop,
to remove the unnecessary emphasis.

● Ellipsis ( . . . ) is used to indicate where words have been missed from a quotation 
(Ch 32). However, some international students use the three dots as the end of the
final sentence of an essay or report. This is a use that is simply not understood in
British English and should be avoided.

Another area where punctuation conventions are not always clearly understood is in
the use of bulleted and numbered lists. These can be formulated either with minimal
punctuation or as part of a sentence. Note that the use of lists in text is not favoured
in some disciplines; it may be acceptable, however, to state points by starting a
sequence of observations with ‘Firstly, . . .’; ‘Secondly, . . .’; ‘Thirdly, . . .’, and so on.
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British English (BE) versus American English (AE)

Academic writing in the UK nearly always adopts BE. The differences are most 
evident in spelling, for example, ‘colour’ (BE) and ‘color’ (AE). However, there are also
differences in vocabulary, so that in AE people talk of ‘professor’ for ‘lecturer’; and, 
in language use, so that in AE someone might write ‘we have gotten results’, rather 
than ‘we have obtained results’ as in BE. In some disciplines, there is an attempt at
international standardisation, for example, in chemistry, the spelling of ‘sulphur’ (BE)
has become ‘sulfur’ (AE). Some citation and referencing systems will also follow the
American tradition even in British contexts – as in the American Psychological
Association (APA).

Punctuation: examples of bulleted and numbered lists

Bullet list

(Minimal punctuation)

The causes of migration include:

■ drought

■ famine

■ disease.

The list as a sentence

(Colon + semi-colon + no initial capital 
letters)

Population decreases because:

1. drought dries up pastures;

2. people do not have food;

3. lack of food lowers resistance to 
disease; and

4. people either die or migrate.

i
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➔ Ensuring your use of words is accurate and appropriate

Good academic writing involves careful thought about your choice of words. Precision
in wording is vital in academic English if you are to describe what you mean with the
clarity expected. The appropriate discipline-specific vocabulary must be used to explain
facts and ideas.

If English is not your first language, then you will be well aware of the different
language learner dictionaries that are available. What you will discover very quickly 
is that these do not provide the breadth of vocabulary that you will need for your
academic studies. Hence, it is important to understand what other dictionaries exist
which could help you to broaden your vocabulary. The following brief checklist outlines
some alternatives:

Numbered list (Example 1)

(Minimal punctuation. Capitals for each point
because items are names of organisations)

Famine relief agencies:

1. UN

2. OXFAM

3. Save the Children.

Numbered list (Example 2)

(Colon + semi-colon + no initial capital
letters)

To save an amended document:

1. click on File;

2. select Save As;

3. select directory;

4. create a new file name; and

5. click on Save.



Thesaurus (plural thesauri)

These are collections of words that are similar in meaning (synonyms); sometimes 
they also include words opposite in meaning (antonyms). The words are sometimes
organised thematically and sometimes in A–Z order. While a thesaurus can be useful, 
a collocation dictionary (see above) will provide better guidance on how to use words
and expressions so that you will have a better understanding of which synonym is more
appropriate to your particular meaning.

smart
tip

Take care when using electronic dictionaries

These are often used by international students as they can provide quick and
convenient access to the target word or phrase in both first language and English, but
note that they also have limitations and do not always produce the correct word or the
appropriate form for the user’s purpose. Monolingual dictionaries may provide you with
a more detailed overview of the use of a particular word or phrase.

● Bilingual dictionary: gives equivalent words from two languages, often arranged in
two sections, translating from one language to the other, and vice versa.

● Collocation dictionary: gives words that are often positioned together. This is
useful when you find yourself searching for one word usually used alongside
(collocated) another.

● English learner’s dictionary: primarily intended for those learning English as an
additional language, but very useful for all because they normally include examples
of use, including idioms and a pronunciation guide.

● Pronunciation dictionary: gives a phonetic version of the headword. Work out 
the phonetic code from the symbols that are usually given at the front of the
dictionary.

● Spelling dictionary: gives correct spellings as well as frequently misspelt versions
with the correct spelling alongside.

● Subject-specific dictionaries: provide specialist terms, their pronunciation and
examples of their use. Many such words will not be used in standard dictionaries.
Bilingual subject-specific dictionaries might be less easy to find and there is a strong
argument that suggests that using a subject-specific dictionary actually helps the
user to rehearse the forms of expression in English, since this is the medium of
teaching and learning for students in the UK.

There is an organisation in the UK called the ‘Plain English Campaign’ that supports 
the use of clear, unambiguous writing. To achieve this, the Campaign recommends 
that words of Latin origin should be replaced with their Anglo-Saxon, or spoken
alternatives. These are often phrasal verbs. However, their use does not always 
help the style and precision needed in academic writing. For example, consider:

If we turn down the volume, there will be no feedback. (i.e. reduce) alongside 
If we turn down the offer from the World Bank, interest rates will rise. (i.e. reject)
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‘Corrected’ text (academic style)

In the United Kingdom, legislation has been
a factor in the decline of the role of the
monarchy in the period since World War I.
Nevertheless, the monarchy has survived
and, thus, the monarch continues to advise,
encourage and warn the Prime Minister.

Corrected points

● Specific wording (country specified: in the
United Kingdom)

● Impersonal language (legislation has)
● Appropriate signpost word (nevertheless)
● Generic, yet well-defined term (legislation)
● Singular abstract term (monarchy)
● Repeated subject (monarchy) and

reconstructed sentence
● More formal style (continues to exercise)

Table 27.2 Example of converting a piece of ‘non-academic’ writing into ‘academic’
style. This table demonstrates some of the key points that are made in this chapter in an
example where a piece of ‘non-academic’ is converted into academic style. Note that the
conversion results in a slightly longer piece of text (43 versus 37 words); this emphasises the
point that while you should aim for concise writing, precise writing might be more important.

Original text (non-academic style)

In this country, we have changed the law 
so that the King or Queen is less powerful 
since World War I. But he or she can still 
advise, encourage or warn the Prime 
Minister if they want.

Points needing correction

● Non-specific wording (this country)
● Personal pronoun (we)
● Weak grammar (But is a connecting word and 

should not be used at the start of a sentence)
● Word with several meanings (law)
● Duplication of nouns (King or Queen)
● Inconsistent and potentially misleading 

pronoun use (he or she, they)
● Informal style (can still)

Gender-free language

The Council of Europe recommends that, where possible, gender-specific language 
is avoided and this is now favoured in academic writing. Attempts to do this can 
seem clumsy, such as: S(he) will provide specimens for his/her exam. However, by
transforming the sentence into the plural, this problem can be resolved and any 
offence avoided, thus: They will provide specimens for their exam.

smart
tip
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Both sentences make sense, but the meanings of turn down clearly differ. Hence, 
there is an argument in academic writing contexts for using the Latin-based language,
in these examples ‘reduce’ and ‘reject’. This particular recommendation contradicts the
Plain English Campaign position, but it should be remembered that their advice relates
to clarity in business and commercial writing rather than in academic English.

Table 27.2 provides an example of writing that would not be considered to be
‘academic’ in style, and shows how it might be converted into more appropriate text.
Developing an academic style like this for your writing will be something that will
develop gradually. Some native speakers also find this difficult and it is one reason why
much of the early assessment at university involves this form of writing. When you are
given feedback on your writing, consider this carefully (Ch 48) and try to learn from
each exercise you are given.
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Vary sentence length. A sentence ‘mix’ of short and long sentences is probably more
reader-friendly than lines and lines of unbroken text. As a general rule, if a sentence
runs into three or four lines of typescript, consider restructuring it in some way or
breaking it up into two smaller sentences.

Finding the right balance in paragraph length. The length of the paragraph depends 
on the content, but generally extra-long paragraphs will have some topic shift within
them. If you find that your paragraph seems disproportionately long, read it aloud 
and listen for a ‘natural’ break point. This is probably a good place to start a new
paragraph.

Use signpost words. These words are used to assist your reader by moving them
through the logic of your text (see pp. 190–1). Some words are most frequently used 
at the beginning of sentences: for example, however, moreover, furthermore,
nevertheless. These words are nearly always followed by a comma.

Learn the correct spelling of the key words in your discipline. Specialist terms need 
to be accurately spelt. For example, if you are studying politics, it is advisable to learn
how to spell ‘parliament’ correctly. Likewise, if you are studying a scientific subject, it
is important to know that the plural of ‘formula’ is ‘formulae’ and that ‘data’ is a plural
word with the singular ‘datum’.

Check on the correct form of a word. As an international student you may find that
you are uncertain about the different grammatical forms that can be taken, especially
for unfamiliar words. For example, ‘different types of transporter’ differs from
‘different types of transport’; both ‘transporter’ and ‘transport’ are nouns but they
have different meanings. Check correct forms of words using your English language
learner’s dictionary.

Ask for clarification from the person who has assessed your work. If the person
who has evaluated your written work has noted that your grammar or language has
caused you to lose marks, then, if it is possible, ask for some specific detail so that you
can go back to the grammar books and work on these particular points. Seek help if
this is consistently mentioned (see 27.3 opposite).

Practical tips for developing your academic 
writing style

✔

Context: these might be used when discussing your competence in writing academic
English with staff or friends.

I’ve found a collocation dictionary but I’m not clear how to use it. Could you show me,
please?

If I write in shorter sentences, will this mean that I will lose marks?

How can I develop my vocabulary further so that my academic writing comes up to the
standard required?

Useful language for . . . discussing academic writing



And now . . .

27.1 Ask a friend to work with you on your writing style. Swap a piece of
writing and check over your friend’s writing style and ask them to do the same 
for yours. When you have done this, compare the points you have found. Try to
explain what you think could be improved. Together you may be able to clarify
some aspects that you were unaware were problematic.

27.2 Learn from published academic writing in your discipline. Look at a
textbook or journal article – especially at the section that discusses results,
evidence or recommendations. Identify the way that the writer has organised 
the structure of the discussion – inductive or deductive (see pp. 224–5).

27.3 Find out what academic support is available in your university. Most
universities have staff in specialist units who have expertise in the teaching of
academic writing. They will be able to give you some guidance on how to improve
your writing so that it meets the standards required in the UK. This service is
usually free and you may also be able to attend workshops on specific aspects of
academic writing – for essays, reports, dissertations and theses.

GO
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