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IN THIS SEMINAR...
KEY LEARNING OUTCOME: DEVELOP A 
CLEAR AND ECONOMICAL ACADEMIC 
WRITING STYLE

• group reflections on the home exercise & feedback on 
examples from you

• theory: common mistakes in style, choosing the right style for 
your text, Orwell's questions to reflect on your writing style & 
top tips for improving your style

• Demonstrations
⚬ Ref-N-Write phrase bank
⚬ Essay -focus on writing style

• Questions and discussion



Home exercise - writing style

Let's share some general comments about the exercise, before 
looking at examples from you...

• What differentiates an academic from a non-academic 
style?
• What aspects of writing do you consider when thinking 

about 'style'?
• Any examples you would like to share from the texts you 

selected for Part A?
• What are your thoughts on the Part B text?



Your examples - Part A



Your examples - Part B



Source: Ford and Goodwin, 2014. Revolt on the right. London: Routledge



Where does academic style fit in the marking criteria?

Source: UCL Masters' subject specific marking criteria



Academic style - common mistakes

INFORMAL ENGLISH
Avoid informal words and colloquial phrases in academic
writing. Most informal words have equivalents in formal
English. For instance, 'good' can be written as 'positive',
something 'great' or 'wonderful' can be 'important' and a
'thing' or 'stuff' can be a 'factor' or 'aspect'.

SUBJECTIVE WORDS
Academic writing is based on evidence. Avoid using words that
are subjective and can be interpreted in different ways by you or
the marker e.g. 'normal'. Don't be apologetic in your tone e.g. 'I
did not have time to...'. Avoid trying to tell the reader what to
think e.g. 'we should...'. The reader will assess the work based on
the evidence and your argumentation.

INCORRECT OR MISPLACED 
SPECIALIST TERMS
Make sure you are familiar with the specialist terms 
in your area of research and use them correctly. 
Don't use words just for the sake of using them -
terms like 'discourse' for example, have particular 
meanings in academic literature.

VAGUE/UNCLEAR WRITING
Try to refrain from using generalisations. Be specific.

'Commentators/scholars/politicians say...' - who,

exactly? Be precise in your language and clear about

what are you referring to. Avoid using vague references

to time and space e.g. 'nowadays...'. Ask yourself

whether you can be more precise.
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Choose the appropriate style for the right part 
of your text

• Some parts of your 
writing require a 
descriptive style.
• e.g. background/context 

information, describing 
methods, summarising key 
findings
• Ensure that it is clear to 

the marker why what you 
are describing is relevant.

• Most of your academic 
writing requires an analytical 
or argumentative style.
• e.g. when discussing your 

findings and elaborating on 
your arguments throughout 
the writing
• Some descriptive parts are 

often mixed with analytical 
elements e.g. in literature 
reviews

• An evaluative style is required 
when comparisons are involved.
• e.g. comparing two schools of 

thought, assessing the merits of 
different methodologies, 
comparing the findings from your 
case studies
• Try to address potential biases by 

checking the balance of your 
writing as well as making the 
evaluation criteria transparent to 
the reader.

• In some disciplines and on 
particular research topics, a 
personal style can also be 
used for some parts of 
writing.
• For example, qualitative work 

often involves reflecting on 
researchers' positionality.
• Be conscious about the 

limitations in generalising
your personal experience.

DESCRIPTIVE ARGUMENTATIVE EVALUATIVE PERSONAL
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ORWELL'S QUESTIONS
Question your own writing!

Deciding on the content

"WHAT AM I TRYING 
TO SAY?"

Deciding on the style

"WHAT WORDS WILL 
EXPRESS IT?"

Making your style economical

"COULD I PUT IT 
MORE SHORTLY?"

Making your style clearer and 
enjoyable to read

"HAVE I SAID 
ANYTHING THAT IS 
AVOIDABLY UGLY?"

Source for questions: Orwell, G. (1984 [1946]). Politics and the English language. London: Penguin Books.
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8 practical tips for improving your academic style

1. Different disciplines have developed their own preferred styles. Always check with your tutor if 

there are any specific style requirements e.g. if there are any rules on personal pronouns use.

2. Find the balance between different styles - which part of your essay is descriptive, which 

should be more analytical?

3. Avoid contractions e.g. 'don't' and informal language. Highlight the informal language in your 

work. Think about formal synonyms and re-write those sentences/parts of sentences.

4. Use clear language even when speaking about complex ideas. If there is a shorter word for the 

longer word you used, use the short one.

5. If you can replace the passive with the active voice, do it! It will also reduce the word count.

6. Use several examples especially when explaining complex concepts and arguments.

7. Vary your sentence structure and avoid repetition.

8. Avoid using jargon or foreign language phrases when there is a simpler English word you can 

use.



• Ref-N-Write is a software that can help improve your academic 
writing style.
• It has an academic phrasebank for a range of purposes, from how 

to report statistical data to introductory sentences and useful 
phrases in literature reviews.
• Some of the phrases are free to view: https://www.ref-n-

write.com/trial/academic-phrasebank/
• Some universities have free academic phrasebanks for students to 

use: http://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/using-cautious-
language/

SHORT DEMO: ACADEMIC 
PHRASEBANKS
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• MA dissertation
• Title: "Reflections on Dear Amir: study of literature and film 

adaptation from an intercultural perspective”
• Focus on the abstract

LIVE ESSAY MARKING - HOW 
MARKERS ASSESS YOUR 

ACADEMIC STYLE
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QUESTIONS & 
DISCUSSION



Next week
Seminar 8: Originality (with Summer)

An exercise on originality will be sent via email and discussed in the seminar.
Home exercises will be emailed to you every Monday morning - make sure to check your inbox before the 

Thursday class.


