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Learning Unit 9 – Writing Style

Reading Material 


Writing style is probably the most elusive aspect of academic writing skills. The best way to improve your style is by reading a lot of academic writing. Through your reading of secondary material, you will inevitably pick up elements that contribute to an effective style. In contrast to plagiarism, imitation is not necessarily negative when it comes to developing a suitably academic writing style for your essays. 

There are a few things that you should keep in mind:
1. Be concise

In order to avoid wordiness, you should leave out unessential words and phrases. For example, a phrase like ‘because of the fact that’ can simply be replaced by ‘because’; ‘it is a poem that is experimental’ should be replaced with ‘an experimental poem’. Very often, adding words like ‘essentially’, ‘basically’ or ‘very’ contribute nothing to your argument. 


2. Avoid being too ‘conversational’

Since your essay is supposed to be a piece of academic research, you should avoid using overtly informal or colloquial language. For example, don’t use empty phrases like ‘at the end of the day’. In addition, don’t use contractions in an academic essay (‘don’t’, ‘isn’t’, ‘haven’t’, etc.). 
3. Use ‘I’ sparingly

Although you are essentially expressing a well-researched opinion on a specific topic in your essay, you should still be careful not to overuse the first person pronoun. When you use ‘I’, it should be in the context of an argument that you justify with primary or secondary material. For example, you may use ‘I’ if you are disagreeing with a particular critic, or if you want to announce to the reader how you will proceed in your analysis:

· I believe that [Critic X] is too restrictive in her argument. 

· Before examining this theme in more detail, I will provide a brief summary of the main narrative.

Never use ‘I’ to merely express a preference, or make unfounded judgements (which you shouldn’t make regardless of whether you are using a first person pronoun or not).


4. Be careful with the passive form

In most cases, active verbs are preferable to passive ones. In passive structures, it is not always obvious who or what the subject of a sentence is. 

A genuinely global reach is aspired to by postmodernization.

should be replaced with

Postmodernization aspires to a genuinely global reach.

5. Avoid repetitive language
When you are discussing a specific topic, some repetition is inevitable--you will need to repeat certain concepts or technical terms. Outside of this type of repetition, however, it is important to introduce some variety into your essay. For example, instead of constantly repeating a phrase like ‘[Critic X] says that’, vary your language by using synonyms like ‘contend’, ‘argue’, ‘state’, and so forth. You can avoid a lot of unnecessary repetition by using a thesaurus. 
6.) Use the universal present tense in textual analysis
It is standard practice to use the present tense when discussing texts. Occasionally, students use the past tense of their reading of the text when discussing an event within a narrative: 

Hamlet staged a play in order to determine his uncle’s guilt.

This should read

Hamlet stages a play in order to determine his uncle’s guilt.

In most cases, you should also use this universal present tense when discussing the work of an author or critic:

Conrad equates the jungle with the vitality of the African natives.

instead of 

Conrad equated the jungle with the vitality of the African natives.

However, when you give biographical information about an author, you mostly use the past tense: 

By the time of his death, Lawrence’s public reputation was that of a pornographer.

Writing Style - Assignment 18 (for both Literature AND Language and/or Linguistics Students)
Read through the following (very badly written) paragraph and identify ten stylistic flaws and correct them. Mark your corrections in bold:
Basically, it’s very interesting to notice the fact that Thornhill, despite his larger-than-life appearance and physique, is a rather flawed character. Practically all of his flawed personality can be considered to be summarised in the first ten minutes of the film: He is inconsiderate, over-confident, completely irresponsible, a rather heavy drinker with a dominating mother who sniffs his breath for alcohol ‘like a bloodhound’. The fact that he was so dependent on his mother was especially untypical for a ‘conventional’ hero. With its depiction of a flawed character who becomes a hero because he is at the wrong place at the wrong time, North by Northwest anticipates more contemporary flawed heroes such as John Rambo in First Blood (1982) or John McClane in Die Hard (1988). I like both films because the heroes are so flawed. Essentially, it’s even possible to argue that in both cases the first name John stands as a symbol for the ordinary, every day, flawed character. Like Roger Thornhill, they were out-of-luck characters who became caught in a situation that’s beyond their control. Roger Thornhill was in fact not a hero at all at the start of the film. Because of the fact that Thornhill does not selflessly risk his life to fight for a noble cause he is very different from classical heroes like Hercules and Achilles. In fact, for the most part he chooses not to fight at all, but to run. In conclusion, he is really very flawed.
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