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Academic Writing Skills
At some point in your academic career, you will need to write an academic paper, whether it is a report, an essay, a dissertation or a thesis. When it is time to write that paper, you may feel stress about writing it properly or on time, particularly if you have not written a paper in a long time or if you have struggled with writing papers in the past. 
Academic writing is not an uncomplicated task. It involves a wide range of different kinds of skills and if you are going to do it properly, it means that you have to know clearly what is required of you and how to deliver it. The skill of writing at university is not a simple or straightforward one and it demands a range of interconnected capacities that you may not feel you have yet mastered. However, writing essays, reports, literature reviews and other assignments can be much more interesting and satisfying than you might first expect.
1. What Makes Writing Academic? 
There are some general rules associated with academic writing. These rules typically require you to be clear and explicit about what you are writing and to be objective and detached about the arguments you make and the conclusions that you draw. To refer to and discuss the perspectives of well-known writers and experts on the topic you are writing about, to use evidence to support or question particular perspectives and ideas and to adopt a ‘critical stance’ towards the arguments and concepts that you are exploring. Some characteristics of academic writing are explained below:
Explication: Academic texts lay out in explicit terms the aims and scope of their content. They tend to provide a roadmap of key hypotheses, arguments and ideas, and they usually contain conclusions that reiterate and re-emphasize these key dimensions of the text.
Objectivity/detachment: Academic texts typically establish a detached and objective orientation to the topics they explore. There tends to be a ‘rhetorical distance’ between the reader and the writer.
Intertextuality: references to other texts:  Academic texts are possibly most distinguished from other forms of text by frequent reference to the ideas, research or perspectives of other writers in the field. These references are cited in highly conventional and rule-bound ways.
Rationality: Academic texts often display a rational, logical and ‘scientific’ approach to argument, evidence and ‘proof’. This scientific approach has come to dominate many fields of academic inquiry, even where such an approach may not be strictly necessary or even appropriate.
Critical thinking: Academic writing tends to be more valued if it demonstrates a critical approach to the material it is exploring. A critical approach requires not taking evidence or explanations at face value, finding ways of exploring and exposing underlying assumptions and challenging prevailing dogma or ‘received wisdom’.
2. Academic Writing Style
a. Avoid some aspects of informal English
  Do not (do not!) use contractions (eg it's, he'll, it'd etc): always use the full form (it is/has, he will, it would/had). (unless you are quoting someone) 
 Do not use colloquial language or slang (eg kid, a lot of/lots of, cool) 
 Always write as concisely as you can, with no irrelevant material or “waffle”.
  Generally avoid "phrasal verbs" (e.g. get off, get away with, put in etc): instead, use one word equivalents.
  Avoid common but vague words and phrases such as get, nice, thing. Your writing needs to be more precise. 
 Avoid overuse of brackets; do not use exclamation marks or dashes; avoid direct questions; do not use “etc”. 
 Always use capital letters appropriately and never use the type of language used in texting!
b. Structure your work carefully 
 Make sure you write in complete sentences. 
 Divide your writing up into paragraphs.
 Use connecting words and phrases to make your writing explicit and easy to follow.
  Check your grammar and spelling carefully.

c. Make your writing formal and impersonal 
 Avoid personal language (I, my, we etc). Unless your guidelines allow it or require it (for example, writing a reflective piece about your experience). 
 Never use emotive language; be objective rather than subjective.
  Be careful with your statements - for example, "everybody shops online" - no, they do not. You must be specific and provide evidence to support your writing. Be cautious unless you can, for example, prove it is always true, or true for everyone you are talking about.
  You should consistently use evidence from your source reading to back up what you are saying and reference this correctly.
  Avoid sexist language. Do not refer to “the doctor” as he; instead, make the subject plural and refer to them as they. Avoid he/she, herself/himself etc. unless you are referring to a specific individual.
d. Hedging/being cautious 
 Use verbs, when necessary, such as would, could, may, might which ‘soften’ what you’re saying. (If you use verbs such as will then you are saying you know exactly what will happen and that this is always true.)
  Use qualifying adverbs such as some, several, a minority of, a few, many to avoid making overgeneralisations. Provide evidence to support the statement. 
 Use phrases such as It is believed that … It is thought that … It is a widely held view that …It has been reported that … It has commonly been assumed that … You must then provide the evidence to explain how/why that view, for example, is held and why this is important, or 'right'/'wrong' in regards to your assignment question.
3. Strategies to Improve Academic Writing Skills
3.1. Time Management
Whether your deadline is in one week, one month or one year, time management when you are writing an academic paper is vital. Academic writing involves many steps, and you must ensure that you leave enough time for each of those steps so you do not have to rush through the end of the process. Make sure you allocate sufficient time for your research, outlining, writing and editing to avoid late nights or sloppy work.
3.2. Research
For some types of academic writing, such as academic reports, dissertations and theses, it is impossible to write the final product without doing research first. Unless your task is, for example, to write a personal reflection on something from your childhood or a sample business email, learning to research will be critical when looking to improve your academic writing skills. That means you will need to know what kinds of sources are trustworthy, how to access those sources and what kinds of information to save from those sources so you can cite them correctly. If you are not sure where to go to find trustworthy information, start at your library’s reference desk. To know what kind of information you will need to cite your sources, talk to your instructor or the journal you are submitting your paper to and determine which style guide (e.g. APA, Chicago, MLA) they prefer, then search online for information about that guide.
3.3. Developing an Argument
When you write an academic paper, you will need to have a clear idea of your thesis statement, which is the main idea or argument you are trying to convey. To write a compelling paper, it is important that you spend some time thinking about the points you want to make and how you will go about convincing your audience that your argument is valid. Usually, you will do so by relying on the research you have conducted to back up your statements and making sure you can form a rebuttal to any counterarguments. A good argument (a ‘sound’ argument) is a point of view that is presented in a clear and logical way, so that each stage of reasoning is transparent and convincing; it will include evidence and possible counter-arguments. It may even help to make the assumption that the reader is in disagreement with you.
3.4. Knowing your Audience
Academic papers are generally read by your professors or classmates or, if you are writing for a journal, those in the wider academic community or field. Individuals with strong academic writing skills always consider who they are writing for. As you write, think about who will read your paper and tailor your argument and writing style to those readers. If you are writing a paper that will be read by your classmates, who may not have a high-level understanding of the topic, make sure you include information that will help them understand the topic you are covering. If you are writing a journal article that will be read by researchers, you can probably use higher-level terms and information.
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3.5. Organization
Organizing the information in your paper is vital to crafting a compelling, well-written document. Most types of academic papers follow similar formats (e.g., dissertations and papers describing studies include an introduction, background information, materials and methods, results, a discussion and a conclusion). Keep your paper well-organized in sections while you write will help you ensure that you are making your argument and avoid repeating information.
In addition, keeping your notes organized while you are conducting your research will help you enormously when it is time to start writing and compiling your reference list. By taking the time to make sure you stay organized throughout the writing process, you can significantly reduce the amount of stress you feel.
3.6. Writing Clearly and Consistently
Even if you have conducted your research, developed a winning argument, organized your time well and determined who your audience is, you must make sure you write clearly and directly looking to improve your academic writing skills. Academic writing requires a formal tone and proper grammar, but that does not mean you should use five words when one will do. Keep your writing straightforward and clear, and do not include any information that is not necessary to support your argument.
3.7. Using Correct Grammar, Punctuation and Spelling
Finally, the importance of using correct punctuation, grammar and spelling cannot be overstated. Although you might have a perfectly good, scientifically sound argument, if your audience cannot read your paper because the grammar is atrocious, they will not pay any attention to it. Consider having someone check your document before you submit it to check for any lingering mistakes.
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